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CHAPTER I 

THE BIOGRAPHICAL INFLUENCES 

Joseph Conrad's women characters seem to have been 

the product of his personal life and early sea years, of 

his vacillation from the sea to the land, and of the chang

ing times in early twentieth-century England. Under these 

influences generally fall his three major women types: 

the savages, the seekers of liberation, and the newly de

veloped twentieth-century women. His treatment of these 

three general categories of women changed as he gained new 

experiences in life; and Conrad could hardly have lived 

during a time of greater transition. He began to write 

shortly before the turn of a century when there was a ris

ing demand for women's suffrage and when industrialization 

was rushing toward a zenith. 

Poland, his native land, was involved in civil war; 

smd although his nation was geographically removed from the 

swiftly changing pace of living standards and the idealogie; 

of many of the countries of Western Europe, its civil strife 

which brought hardships and changes, indirectly influenced 

Conrad at a very early age. The political activity of his 

father during these times aroused the wrath of the new 

Polish government and ultimately forced the Korzeniowski 

family into exile. Such an enforced nomadic existence made 

it difficult for Conrad during his formative years to learn 
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much about women. His isolation from women other than his 

mother may account for the lack of feminine roles in his 

early novels and may explain some of the difficulties he 

was later to experience in achieving effective characteri

zation of women. 

Conrad's mother and father, Evelina Bobrowski and 

Apollo Korzeniowski, lived a most difficult married life 

of eight years. Apollo had never been a favorite of the 

Bobrowski family, and his political philosophy and his per

sonality did not ease family tensions. His business 

sense was extremely poor when it came to managing family 

estates since his main interests were national politics and 

literary endeavors. Because Evelina's father had forbidden 

her marrying Apollo, the death of Joseph Bobrowski did not 

suddenly free Evelina for marriage. Conrad writes in A 

Personal Record: 

Suffering in her health from the shock of her 
father's death (she was alone in the house with him 
when he died suddenly), she was torn by the inward 
struggle between her love for the man whom she was 
to marry in the end and her knowledge of her dead 
father's declared objection to that match. Unable 
to bring herself to disregard that cherished memory 
and that judgment she had always respected and 
trusted, and, on the other hand, feeling the im
possibility to resist a sentiment so deep and so 
true, she could not have been expected to preserve 
her mental and moral balance. At war with herself, 
she could not give to others that feeling of peace 
which was not her own. It was only later, when 

Jocelyn Baines, Joseph Conrad: A Critical Biog
raphy (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1960), p. 5. 
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united at last with the man of her choice, that 
she developed those uncommon gifts of mind and 
heart which compelled the respect and admiration 
even of our foes. Meeting with calm fortitude 
the cruel trials of a life reflecting all the 
national and social misfortunes of the community, 
she realised the highest conceptions of duty as a 
wife, a mother and a patriot, sharing the exile of 
her husband and representing nobly the ideal of 
Polish womanhood.2 

Apollo and Evelina had first met in 1847 at Koryna 

near Lipowiec, but they did not marry until 1856. The fol

lowing year, 1857, their only child was born on December 3. 

Near the end of October, 1862, Apollo was arrested and im

prisoned in the citadel for being a part of the resistance 

to Russian oppression. In fact, Apollo had helped found 

3 

the secret National Committee of Poland. The family prob

lems became much more acute after the arrest since Apollo 

was undoubtedly strongly connected with the resistance. 

Jean-Aubry writes: 

The Russian authorities, informed by their spies, 
already knew of the clandestine meetings in the 
white and scarlet salon of Apollo Korzeniowski's 
house. Little Conrad sometimes saw people with 
grave faces enter and disappear, among them his 
mother, always dressed in black as a sign of 

2 
Joseph Conrad, A Personal Record, Malay Edition 

(Garden City: Doubleday, Doran & Company, Inc., 1928), 
pp. 28-29. Hereafter all references to Conrad's fiction 
will be to individual volumes by title in The Malay Edition 
of the Works of Joseph Conrad. No editor is given for this 
edition, and the individual volumes are not numbered. 

3 
G. Jean-Aubry, Joseph Conrad: Life and Letters, 

I (Garden City: Doubleday, Page & Co., 1927), 3-6. 
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national mourning, though this was forbidden by 
the Russian police.^ 

There is no record of Joseph Conrad having had young friend 

in any kind of normal home situation before the age of six; 

and after Apollo's condemnation to exile, there was an 

even smaller chance (in relationship to either home or 

country) for Conrad to have the everyday experiences of 

youth. Conrad was six years old before he lived with chil

dren his own age. He met his cousin Josephine (daughter 

of Thaddeus Bobrowski) at Nowofastow, his uncle's home; but 

he lived with the family for only three months. The Apollo 

Korzeniowski family had been exiled to Vologda in Northern 

Russia; but because of Evelina's health, she and her son 
5 

had been granted three months' leave in Nowofastow. At 

the end of the leave, Conrad and his mother were forced to 

return to Vologda where Evelina died of consumption on 
6 

April 6, 186 5. Jean-Aubry writes: 

Thus, deprived of his mother and in the company of 
a father already ill and more often than not sunk 
in gloomy silence, exiled among men whom he could 
regard only as enemies, Conrad spent his early 
childhood. He had no companions, no child to play 
with; and the tension in the atmosphere which had 
surrounded him from birth now approached its 
height.' 

^Ibid., I, 6. 

^Ibid., pp. 7-10. 

^Ibid., p. 12. 

^Ibid., p. 13. 
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Apollo Korzeniowski, realizing the strain on his 

young son, decided to send Conrad back to Nowofastow "in 

order that he might lead the normal life of a child of nine 

8 

with companions of his own age." It was during the sum

mer in Nowofastow that Conrad first saw the seaside at 

Odessa an event which would influence his whole life. Al

though he enjoyed the stay with his Uncle Thaddeus, he 

became homesick for his father; and in October, his grand-
9 

mother took him back to Apollo at Chernikhov. Neither 

Joseph nor Apollo was in good health; and on December 2, 

1867, the two were granted permission to leave Northern 

Russia for Algiers and Madeira. The father and son never 

got as far as Algiers and Madeira, but they did enjoy visit

ing in Galicia, a province in Poland. In February of 1869, 

Apollo and Joseph moved to Cracow where Joseph was sent to 

day school and where Apollo was to work on the editorial 

staff of Kraj; but Apollo died with Tuberculosis before he 

could do any work. 

Joseph Conrad, now orphaned at the age of eleven, 

had not experienced a normal home life nor had he had much 

formal schooling. Shortly after his father's death, Mrs. 

Ibid., p. 16. 

^Baines, op. cit., pp. 20-21. 

^Document issued by the Ministry of Home Affairs 
2 December 1867. Jagellon Library MS 6391. 

^^Baines, op. cit., pp. 21, 23. 
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Bobrowski, his maternal grandmother put Conrad under the 

educational guidance of a Mrs. Georgeon. Her school was 

moved to Franciszkanska Street where Conrad met the Taube 

family, a significant event in that it provided an oppor

tunity for his first love affair. He was next lodged in 

a boarding-house for orphans where he had his second love 

affair with Tekla, the owner's daughter. There is some 

confusion about Conrad's references to the two affairs in 

his writing: in the Author's Note to Nostromo, Conrad re

fers to his first love—probably Janita Taube; and in a 

cancelled opening to The Arrow of Gold, he is most likely 

referring to Tekla Syroczynska. A part of the cancelled 

opening to The Arrow of Gold is especially noteworthy since 

it is considered autobiographical and since it contains in-

12 fluences from his Polish love affairs. Conrad wrote but 

then cancelled the following passage: 

Of that time he [M. George] reminds her [Rita] 
at great length. And no wonder. He was in love 
with her. But he never betrayed this sentiment to 
her, to anybody. He rather affected resistance to 
her influence. He even tried to cheat his own 
self in that respect. 

The secret of this resistance is that she was 
not his first love. That experience had come to 
him the year before in the late summer of his last 
school holiday. . . . 

From the nature of things first love can never 
be a wholly happy experience. But this man seems 
to have been exceptionally unlucky. His conviction 

•"•̂ Ibid. , pp. 27-30. 
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is that—in colloquial phrase—he had struck there 
something particularly wicked and even devilish. 
. . . If she was really devilish then she may 
count it for an amazing success. My opinion, how
ever, is that the girl was simply very ordinarily 
stupid. . . . I imagine that at first he amused 
her, then he bored her, (perhaps was in the way of 
some more serious flirtation) and then discovering 
that she could make him suffer she let herself go 
to her heart's content. She amused herself again 
and again by tormenting him privately and publicly 
with great zest and method and finally "executed" 
him in circumstances of peculiar atrocity—which 
don't matter here. 

Perhaps, he was unduly sensitive. At any rate 
he came out of it seamed, scarred, almost flayed 
and with a complete mistrust of himself, an abiding 
fear.13 

Conrad, then about sixteen, had thus experienced 

two rather unhappy love affairs (if they could be called 

such); and his only other feminine associates had been the 

exiles, his aging grandmother and his dying mother, and a 

cousin with whom he had spent brief intervals. If bio

graphical scholarship has provided an accurate account of 

Conrad's associations in Poland, his romantic hero-worship 

of Janina Taube and his unhappy love affair with Tekla 

Syroczynska were his only two Polish experiences involving 

attempts to love and to understand women who were his own 

age; and they had been "an abiding fear." Shortly after 

the last affair, Conrad sailed for Marseilles. 

13 
Baines, op. cit., p. 29. Baines quotes this ma

terial from an unnumbered manuscript in the Conrad collec
tion in the Yale University Library. Unless notation is 
made in the text, the use of the ellipsis here and else
where in Conrad's works is not mine. 

la^^ 
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Polish life obviously contributed little direct 

material to Conrad's carefully delineated women in his 

later works, and sea life would hardly provide the kinds 

of women models that he would treat heroically in his last 

novels. When he left Poland, he carried with him the 

memories of a war-torn country, a patriot-father who had 

died believing in a national Poland, and a mother who had 

died in her devotion to her husband. And furthermore, 

there is little or no evidence that Conrad used much direct 

material from his childhood since he cancelled the passage 

involving feminine influences of his Polish days from his 

Arrow of Gold manuscript. 

At seventeen, Conrad left Poland; and for twenty 

years, he gained experiences which would enable him to pro

duce more than fifty literary works when he retired from 

the sea. Some of the women in his works are patterned 

after actual people whom he knew during those sea years. 

In 1875, Conrad served his apprenticeship on the Mont-Blanc, 

a sailship bound for Martinique; and early in 1876, he 

lived ashore at Marseilles where he enjoyed the caf^ life 

of France. It was during this time that he gained the im

pressions used in The Arrow of Gold. From July, 1876 on 

into 1877, Conrad sailed on a schooner called the Saint-

Antoine, a ship bound for the West Indies. Dominic Cervoni, 

a man used as a model for characters in such works as The 

Mirror of the Sea, The Arrow of Gold, The Rover, Nostromo, 



Suspense, Almayer's Folly, An Outcast of the Islands, and 

The Rescue are from that experience. Later in 1877, Con

rad and three other men bought the Tremolino and made 

Dominic its skipper. The ship was used in carrying arms 

for the Carlist movement. The experience provided material 

for "The Tremolino," The Mirror of the Sea, and The Arrow 

of Gold. In 1878, Conrad suffered an unhappy ending to a 

love affair and the experience of a controversial duel with 

J. M. K. Blunt. He left Marseilles on an English steamer 

called the Mavis which was bound for Constantinople, but 

the ship docked at Lowestoft, England, on June 18, 1878, 

Conrad's first time to touch English soil. He then joined 

a coaster called The Skimmer of the Seas, on which he be

gan to learn English. During the last part of 1878 and 

the early months of 1879, Conrad was a seaman on the Duke 

of Sutherland, a clipper which sailed between London and 

Australia. It was aboard that ship that he encountered 

James Wait, the main character in The Nigger of the "Nar

cissus. " Between 1879 and 1880, Conrad sailed on the 

Europa where he gained some material which he would use in 

Chance; but his 1883 voyage on the Riverdale provided the 

most material for the novel. Between the experiences on 

Europa and the Riverdale (1881-1883), his experiences on 

the Palestine gave him the entire collection of material 

he used for "Youth," which like The Nigger of the "Nar

cissus, " involves few women. In 1884, he sailed on the 

-'- - - — - - — • • - ^ ^ - ^ 
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actual ship called the Narcissus; and most of the charac

ters in the novel other than James Wait belong to that 

voyage. The captain of the Highland Forest, on which Con

rad served as first mate in 1887, became the prototype for 

Captain John Macwhirr in "Typhoon." 

Joseph Conrad seems to have first begun thinking 

seriously about creative writing in 1887. In 1886, he had 

written a short story called "The Black Mate," a work he at 

first refused to include in his complete works; but in 1887, 

aboard the steamship Vidar, he found much material. The 

wild areas of Borneo, Celebes, and Sumatra provided sources 

for figures in Almayer's Folly, An Outcast of the Islands, 

The Rescue, Lord Jim, "Karain," and "The Lagoon." In 1888, 

Conrad left the Vidar for the Melita, a ship bound for 

Bangkok; and unexpectedly, he was appointed to command a 

barque called the Otago which traveled from Bangkok to 

Sydney to Mauritius. At Bangkok, he met Schomberg, a sig

nificant figure in Falk and Victory. Other experiences on 

the voyage gave him material for The Secret Sharer, A Smile 

of Fortune, and The Mirror of the Sea. Late in 1889, Con

rad returned to England and began writing Almayer's Folly; 

but he soon left England for Poland, his first trip there 

since his departure in 1874. After visiting Poland, Con

rad commanded a river steamer called Roi des Beiges, a 

ship sailing the uncharted Congo. It was that trip which 

gave him the material for writing The Heart of Darkness 
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and much of his inspiration for An Outpost of Progress. 

After the Congo trip, Conrad suffered ill health 

for nearly two years; but late in 1892, he served as second 

in command on the Torrens. And in 1893, he joined the 

steamer Adowa as mate; but on January 14, 1894, he ended 

his marine service. It is at the time of his retirement 

from the sea that one can observe the beginnings of Conrad's 

more acute awareness of women as characters for his novels. 

Although he had gained impressions for some of his women 

characters during his twenty years at sea, he seems really 

to have developed them as characters after his retirement 

and after his marriage. Alssa of An Outcast of the Islands, 

the women in "The Idiots," Lena in Victory, Winnie in The 

Secret Agent, Flora in Chance, and Rita in The Arrow of 

Gold are mostly the products of the land; or they are de

veloped as afterthoughts of Conrad's sea years. For example 

Conrad had no concept of Lena until 1906, the year that he 

lived in Montpelliers, France, for two months; and Rita, 

although Conrad had in 1877 known a woman fitting her de

scription, waited forty years for her novelistic creation. 

The men of the novels are most often the exact copies of 

Conrad's masculine acquaintances during his twenty years 

' at sea; but the women characters seem to have taken Conrad 

more time to develop and seem to have been more fully 

" • • •- • • • - • • - " ' • ^ • M - * . - * * ' 
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14 delineated after he left the sea. 

Retirement and marriage had plunged Conrad into 

new experiences. During his twenty years at sea. Western 

culture had been undergoing many changes; and Conrad sud

denly found himself in England, a country involved in a 

very rapid transition. One of the most obvious changes of 

the new century was its attitude toward women. The Vic

torians had experienced a severe double standard—socially, 

politically, and economically. Walter Houghton, in The 

Victorian Frame of Mind, has divided the types of attitudes 

about women into three major divisions. The first, and 

perhaps earliest type, was the submissive wife. Her job 

was to amuse her "lord and master, and bring up his chil

dren." The Victorian attitude of male supremacy was to be 

found in the didactic rhymes of the age as well as in the 

reputable poetry. Houghton quotes the following rhymed 

didacticism: 

Man for the field and woman for the hearth; 
Man for the sword, and for the needle she; 
Man with the head, and woman with the heart; 
Man to command and woman to obey; 
All else confusion.-'-̂  

Tennyson in his "Vastness" expresses much the same idea: 

Frank W. Cushwa, An Introduction to Conrad (New 
York: The Odyssey Press, 1933), pp. x-xiv. 

' -1 Salter E. Houghton, The Victorian Frame of Mind, 
1830-1870 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1957), p. 
348. 
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Love for the maiden. Crown'd with marriage, no re
grets for aught that has been. 

Household happiness, gracious children, debtless 
competence, golden mean.l^ 

The middle attitude toward women was somewhere be

tween the radical (or third position) and the conservative. 

It advocated the removal of legal disabilities; but voting 

rights, higher education, and professional careers for 

women were frowned upon. The woman was not inferior; but 

she was entirely different, and she was expected to live a 

17 completely different life from the man. For example, 

education for women clearly exhibits the middle position. 

Many a polite young lady shunned the works of Charlotte 

Brontft because it was felt that she spoke much too freely 

of sex; and the expurgated Shakespeare (by Thomas Bowdler) 

18 
was the edition for the feminine society. Sir Charles 

Petrie has observed: "The Victorian heroine was an almost 

standardized product, and her functions were courtship and 

19 

marriage." Novels of the day such as Vanity Fair por

trayed the idea. They began with the day a girl left school 

and ended with her marriage. Petrie commented further: 

l^Ibid., p. 341. 

I'̂ Ibid., p. 349. 

l^Ibid., p. 357. 

19 
Sir Charles Petrie, The Victorians (London: Eyre 

and Spottiswoode, 1960), p. 199. 

• -^ .-. JTT^ 
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Most Victorian women accepted almost any sort 
of marriage that was offered them, and the only re
lief many of them enjoyed was a prescriptive right 
to indulge in hysterics in moments of crisis. The 
number of women who shrieked in fits of hysterics 
through the pages of novels and poems is legend. 
• • • 

A revolution of women's rights was inevitable. 

In contrast with the middle stand, the last atti

tude (held by the Feminists) claimed intellectual, politi

cal, and professional equalities with the men; and the 

dilemmas of the Victorian era had greatly contributed to 

the feminine rebellion as well as various other social 

21 
reformations which was beginning to take place. John 
Buchan has written: 

The nineteenth century had carried a full load of 
dogma; the twentieth was sceptical of its prede
cessor's gods, and had not yet found those of its 
own which could awake the same serious fervour. 

Buchan concluded that the twentieth century was the dawn-

m g age of insecurity. 

Since Conrad was born in 1857, and born in Poland 

besides, he obviously had little knowledge of the Victorian 

problems in general; and more specifically, he could hardly 

have known the plight of the English woman during the early 

20 Ibid., p. 206 

21 
Houghton, op. cit., pp. 349-352. 

22John Buchan, The People's King (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin Company, 1935), p. 17. 

^^Ibid. 
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and middle parts of the Victorian Era. Nevertheless, the 

background of these various struggles must have been cur

rent when Conrad first began associating with Englishmen. 

Along with these historical changes, Conrad's life had a 

drastic change, too, in his marriage to Jessie George. No 

doubt, his marriage soon changed his views about British 

women. He married Jessie shortly after he published his 

second book; and from that time forward, his feminine char

acters grew in importance. However, the treatment of women 

characters, and more especially the women of Western cul

ture, was a slow, gradual process for him. 

Conrad was far from the romantic type when he first 

met his future wife. His life as a seaman had removed him 

from the more delicate feminine society. Mrs. Conrad, in 

her biography of her husband, interestingly points out the 

unusual procedure of the whole courtship. She first met 

Conrad between his last two voyages as chief officer of 

the Torrens. He was most forraal. Several months later, 

Conrad sent her a box of flowers with a card signed Konrad 

Korzeniowski saying that he was paying her a visit soon. 

Months passed before the visit. When he did call, he took 

her and her mother out to a dinner which had been arranged 

in detail much earlier. His manner was always frank at 

their meetings. At one time, he asked her to read to him 

from An Outcast of the Islands. After a few moments of 

nervousness he replied, "'Oh, do speak distinctly. If 

' • " — . • - " ^ . — 
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you're tired, say so. Don't eat your words.'" Jessie was 

in tears at the end of the evening. Several months later 

they met again. Conrad found fault with her hat, her dress, 

and her general appearance. He then rushed her off to a 

picture gallery, mumbling about the horrid British weather. 

When they were alone, he announced: "'Look here, my dear, 

we had better get married and out of this. Look at the 

weather. We will get married at once and get over to 

France. How soon can you be ready? In a week—a fort-

24 night?'" Conrad went on to announce his haste by saying 

that he had a lot of writing to do and that he would not 

live much longer. Eventually they did get married, and 

Conrad was almost an hour late to his own wedding. After 

the ceremony, the brothers and sisters of Jessie began cry

ing as the Conrads were departing. Joseph Conrad, rather 

disgustedly announced, "'Good Heavens, if I had known this 

2 5 would happen, I — w e l l , I would never have married you.'" 

After his marriage, Conrad seems to have been much 

more keenly interested in women as characters. He often 

recalled unusual happenings aboard ships which involved 

women. Jessie has recorded the following tales: 

In this case two elderly and modest spinsters had 
carelessly hung a bag of soiled linen too near the 

Jessie Conrad, Joseph Conrad and His Circle (New 
York: E. P. Dutton and Co., Inc., 1935), pp. 11-12. 

^^Ibid., p. 19. 
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cabin lamp, with the result that it caught fire. 
They were greatly incensed when too [sic] smooth
faced middies were ordered into the privacy of 
their cabin to extinguish the flames. The two 
ladies reproached the officer of the watch bitterly. 
If he had been unable himself to be the intruder, 
in deference to their sex an older person should 
have been sent instead of these beardless youths. 
My husband was very fond of telling this story 
against the mock modesty of my sex. I always laughed 
because he invariably concluded with one about the 
tactful plumber who, finding himself in a bathroom 
in which a lady was taking a bath, had the presence 
of mind to retire with a "I beg your pardon, sir."2^ 

A steady progression of better developed women char

acters is most obvious in the chronology of Conrad's works; 

and most likely, this phenomenon was due both to the times 

and to Conrad's marriage as well as his further association 

with English women after he left the sea. However, between 

the time Conrad went to sea and his marriage to Jessie 

George, he had experienced much of what he would write 

about; and for that reason, some of his women involving 

those transitional years may be afterthoughts for the novel

ist. Although Conrad conceived many of his works while at 

sea, he can hardly be called a writer of sea stories. His 

characters are much too seriously treated to overlook the 

inner actions they portray. Conrad was frequently dis

turbed by critics and journalists who overlooked his char

acterizations. While he was in America (July, 1923), he 

wrote to Richard Curie: 

^^Ibid., p. 17. 
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Even Doubleday was considerably disturbed by that 
characteristic as evidenced in press notices in 
America, where such headings as "Spinner of sea 
yarns—master mariner—seaman writer," and so forth 
predominated. I must admit that the letter-press 
had less emphasis than the headings; but that was 
simply because they didn't know the facts. That 
the connection of my ships with my writings stands, 
with my concurrence I admit, recorded in your book 
is of course a fact. But that was biographical 
matter, not literary. And where it stands it can 
do no harm. Undue prominence has been given to it 
since, and you know yourself very well that in the 
body of my work barely one tenth is what may be 
called sea stuff, and even of that, the bulk, 
that is Nigger and Mirror, has a very special pur
pose which I emphasize myself in my Prefaces. 

Of course there are seamen in a good many of 
my books. That doesn't make them sea stories any 
more than the existence of de Barral in Chance 
(emd he occupies there as much space as Captain 
Anthony) makes that novel a story about the finan
cial world. I do wish that all those ships of 
mine were given a rest, but I am afraid that when 
the Americans get hold of them they will never, 
never get a rest.27 

It is difficult to ascertain all the reasons for his delay 

in feminine creations: but it is obvious that the Polish 

days contributed only indirectly to the feminine character

izations; the sea years enabled Conrad to formulate his 

first creative ideas which did include a few women; and his 

retirement to British soil and his marriage finally en

abled him to create fully developed feminine roles and give 

his ships a rest. 

Few authors of fiction have drawn more material 

from biographical sources than has Joseph Conrad; and 

27 
Jean-Aubry, op. cit., II, 316. 
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furthermore, few authors have experienced a wider variety 

of domestic environments, traveled in so many diversified 

regions, and observed greater social and cultural changes 

in so short a time. In this study, one aspect of the 

author's life and work, namely Conrad's women characters, 

has been selected for concentrated study. By carefully 

observing the individual treatment of Conrad's feminine 

characters in the sequence in which he created them, one 

can see their artistic development--both individually and 

collectively. The early works which will be discussed in 

the following chapter will reveal women characters who are 

most often inferior to masculine roles; and the subsequent 

chapters will show how Conrad slowly and carefully de

veloped women characters who could think and act for them

selves. 



CHAPTER II 

THE WOMEN OF THE EARLY FICTION 

The treatment of women characters in Joseph Conrad's 

early works is obviously inferior to his masculine delinea

tions; but the women are important in the fiction since 

they serve as catalysts for the masculine action. Conrad's 

first fiction, "The Black Mate," was a story written during 

1886 for the magazine called Tit-Bits. The work, however, 

was not accepted; and the original has not been found. In 

1908, Conrad had the story (presumably a revision) pub

lished in the London Magazine; and even though it is con

sidered a revision, it is generally assumed to be his 

first work. Conrad does not seem to have been fond of the 

story. He wrote to J. B. Pinker, his literary agent, on 

January 19, 1922: 

I would suggest you should leave to me the pro
curing of the "Black Mate" text. I can do that 
through [T. J.] Wise [a collector] while you are 
away. I am surprised at the length of the thing. 
My feeling about it is that there will be nothing 
actually disgraceful in its inclusion in my col
lected editions (for that is what its publication 
in book form would ultimately mean) but it would 
complicate my literary history in a sort of futile 
way. I don't remember whether I told you that I 
wrote that thing in '86 for a prize competition, 
started, I think, by Tit-Bits. It is an extraneous 
phenomenon. My literary life began privately in 
1890 and publicly in 1895 with Almayer's Folly, which 
is regarded generally as my very first piece of 

Jocelyn Baines, Joseph Conrad: A Critical Biog
raphy (New York: McGravz-Hill Book Company, 1960) , p. 84 
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writing. However, the history of the "Black Mate," 
its origin etc., etc., need not be proclaimed on 
housetops, and Almayer's Folly may keep its place 
as my first serious work. Therefore I agree to 
your proposal, with the proviso that should The 
Rover turn out a longer piece of work than we an
ticipate, we will try to do without the "Black 
Mate."2 

Two women are to be found in "The Black Mate"— 

Captain Johns' maiden sister and Mr. Bunter's wife; and 

the two women represent opposite types of women characters. 

Captain Johns, a highly superstitious man, had a great in

terest in the spirit world; but his sister, a domineering 

type, prevented his pursuing the issue: 

It was beyond doubt that Johns' secret ambition was 
to get into personal communication with the spirits 
of the dead—if only his sister would let him. But 
she was adamant. I was told that while in London 
he had to account to her for every penny of the 
money he took with him in the morning, and for every 
hour of his time. And she kept the bankbook, too. 
(Tales of Hearsay, p. 93) 

Mr. Bunter, on the other hand, had the perfect wife. Con

rad writes: "For all his wildness, Bunter had made no mis

take in his marrying. He had married a lady" (Tales of 

Hearsay, p. 96). Conrad is obviously trying to draw distinc

tions between the two women. 

It is in "The Black Mate" that Conrad makes his first 

asides about women characters. For example, Bunter was dis

turbed about his parting from his wife "more than any of the 

2 
G. Jean-Aubry, Joseph Conrad: Life and Letters, 

II (Garden City: Doubleday, Page & Co., 1927), 264. 
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previous ones [partings] in all the years of bad luck" 

(Tales of Hearsay, p. 96); but Conrad notes that the wife 

had a clear conscience. Conrad then hastens to add: 

Of course, his life had no secret places for her; 
but a woman's conscience is somewhat more resource
ful in finding good and valid excuses. It depends 
greatly on the person that needs them, too. (Tales 
of Hearsay, p. 96) 

In these lines, it is interesting to note that Conrad is 

drawing a distinction between a man's world and a woman's 

world. 

In the dialogue between Johns and Bunter, Conrad 

restates the distinction drawn between men and women: 

Captain Johns would pop up the companion suddenly, 
and, sidling up in his creeping way to poor Bunter, 
as he walked up and down, would fire into him some 
spiritualistic proposition, such as: 

"Spirits, male and female, show a good deal of 
refinement in a general way, don't they?" 

To which Bunter, holding his black-whiskered 
head high, would mutter: 

"I don't know." 

"Ahl that's because you don't want to. You 
are the most obstinate, prejudiced man I've ever 
met, Mr. Bunter." (Tales of Hearsay, p. 99) 

The subject of the conversation is obviously about the 

spirit world, but old Johns' calling Bunter a "prejudiced 

man" expresses Bunter's position about women. It may also 

suggest his position as a nineteenth-century man who thought 

of himself as being very different from his wife, and it 

would be equally as difficult for him to think of male and 

female spirits sharing an equal rank. 
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In the story, Bunter falls down the poop ladder, 

breaks his dye bottles which conceal his gray hair, and 

finally convinces old Johns that his hair has been turned 

white by the spirit world. (Had the captain known the 

mate's real age as indicated by the gray hair, the mate 

might not have gotten the job.) Obviously, the story is 

slapstick and trivial; and the women are discussed artifi

cially. Mrs. Bunter seldom speaks for herself. Instead, 

the narrator usually tells what she is thinking. The 

maiden sister is always reported to have acted; never does 

she appear. Conrad was attempting, however, to portray 

two kinds of women—the stern feminist and the submissive 

wife; but since they have so little action in the story, 

the distinction between the two is not so effective as it 

might have been. After the indefinite time lapse, Conrad 

says Captain Johns' "conversation [is] not very coherent"; 

but the maiden sister is "very vigorous still" (Tales of 

Hearsay, p. 120). With this conclusion of the story, Con

rad accentuates the comparison of the overly idealized 

Mrs. Bunter and the extremely stern and domineering maiden 

sister. 

In contrast to "The Black Mate," Almayer's Polly, 

which was Conrad's first novel and completed almost eleven 

years after "The Black Mate," is a man's tale, lawless and 

primitive. He had written the work before he left the sea 

and before his British marriage. The novel creates a 
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world difficult for any woman, especially one of Victorian 

culture; and as a result, his early women are as savage as 
3 

he and the jungle could make them. Mrs. Almayer has spent 

part of her earlier life in a convent, but the native sav

agery is forever with her. Conrad describes her existence 

in the jungle as "the usual succession of heavy work and 

fierce love, of intrigues, gold ornaments, of domestic in

fluence which is one of the few rights of half-savage 

womanhood" (Almayer's Folly, p. 22). Conrad heightens her 

savagery by describing her shrill voice, her lean bosom, 

her grayish hair tumbled in disorder, her high cheek bones, 

and her severe dislike for anything European or anyone 

white. 

While most early readers of Conrad found the tales 

of savagery intriguing, a few women found them distasteful. 

Conrad's Note to Almayer's Folly is an answer to their 

criticism: 
I am informed that in criticizing that literature 

which preys on strange people and prowls in far-
off countries, under the shade of palms, in the un
sheltered glare of the sunbeaten beaches, amongst 
honest cannibals and the most sophisticated pioneers 
of our glorious virtues, a lady—distinguished in 
the world of letters—summed up her disapproval of 
it by saying that the tales it produced were "de-
civilized." And in that sentence not only the tales 
but, I apprehend, the strange people and the far-
off countries also, are finally condemned in a ver
dict of contemptuous dislike. 

Lord David Cecil, The Fine Art of Reading (New 
York: The Bobbs-Merrill Company, Inc., 1957), p. 180. 
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A woman's judgment: intuitive, clever, ex
pressed with felicitous charm—infallible. A 
judgment that has nothing to do with justice. 
The critic and the judge seem to think that in 
those distant lands all joy is a yell and a war 
dance, all pathos is a howl and a ghastly grin 
of filed teeth, and that the solution of all 
problems is found in the barrel of a revolver. 
. . . And yet it is not so. But the erring magis
trate may plead in excuse the misleading nature of 
the evidence. (Almayer's Folly, p. ix) 

Conrad was obviously prompted to write the statement after 

taingling with a few of the lady Victorians. Since he knew 

so little about the British woman when he began writing, 

he is justified in writing about the savages he had known. 

They serve as the starting point for his gradual expansion 

of feminine roles; and for that reason, they are a most 

significant part of his treatment of women characters. 

Nina, Conrad's second woman in this novel and the 

daughter of Almayer, is almost as savage as her mother. 

Her development is drawn more sharply through the contrasts 

of the European father and the native mother in that she 

becomes a pawn pulled between the two forces--not necessarily 

the forces of good and evil, but the forces of two cultures. 

The mother's one desire is to prevent her daughter's mar

riage to a white man, while Almayer hopes to give her wealth 

in Europe, as well as a European marriage. Mrs. Almayer 

encourages her daughter to choose Dain and the jungle he 

represents rather than a white man and Europe. She says, 

"'I was a slave, and you shall be a queen . . . [ellipsis 

mine] but remember men's strength and their weakness . . . 
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for after sunset he is your slave.'" Nina answers, "'The 

master of my lifel You do not know him. Mother.'" And 

Mrs. Almayer chides her with the ever-present reference 

to Europe: "'You speak like a fool white woman . . . 

[ellipsis mine] you are a white woman, and ought to pray 

to a woman god!'" (Almayer's Folly, p. 149). 

Nina eventually makes the choice her mother advo

cates, and the jungle gains another victory. Adam Gillon 

in The Eternal Solitary writes of Nina's dramatic parting 

from her father: "She feels no remorse at leaving her 

father, whose ambitions she does not understand, whose 

feelings are unknown to her. She is indifferent to her 

mother's hate and her thirst for revenge." Here again, 

Conrad's woman character has every aspect of the savage, 

passionate jungle. The final torture is almost too much 

for Almayer when Nina begs him not to forget her. Just 

after she sails, Conrad writes: "Now she was gone his busi

ness was to forget" (Almayer's Folly, p. 195). Yet, Al

mayer cannot forget. The last lines add a final touch of 

irony when he falls to his knees, vigorously erasing the 

footprints from the sand so that he may forget—but he 

never will. Nina has made her choice in that she has taken 

the native course; and Conrad has allowed the savagery of 

the jungle to claim another woman. 

Adam Gillon, The Eternal Solitary (New York: Book
man Associates, Inc., 1960), p. 119. 
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To many nineteenth-century Europeans, Nina's choice 

seems a reversion from culture; but Conrad was writing at 

the end of a century when attitudes were changing. For the 

female critic who found his book "decivilized" he may have 

been a little ahead of common thought, but changes were in

evitable, Conrad was not caught up by social customs of 

the nineteenth century, nor was he capable of writing about 

the status quo of English women. He had to write from 

experience; and since his experiences with women were 

limited to the sea and to island ports, his women had to 

be native. Native women did not have to fit the formula 

of Western Europe, nor did Conrad have to treat them as 

equals with his men. Yet, this is not to say that women in 

his novels have no importance. They often create the prob

lems which destroy his men; but they do it in simple, naive 

ways. 

Some of the most recent criticism of Almayer's 

Folly finds Conrad's treatment of Nina to be a structural 

weakness in the novel. Jocelyn Baines writes: "Although 

her [Nina's] mixed blood offers ample opportunity for in

dividual characterization, her psychology is never realized, 

but is summarised in such general terms that she remains 

the most insubstantial of types." Perhaps the cause for 

the weakness of Nina's individual characterization was 

5 
Baines, op. cit., p. 150. 
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Conrad's own inability to relate a half-savage woman to 

women of Western culture. He did not know European women 

at this time; therefore, he had no choice but to turn Nina 

back to the jungle. 

Even though Conrad had spent many years at sea, his 

work is not completely void of European influences. At sea, 

he had had an opportunity to read; and one interesting de

velopment in Almayer's Folly is his application of the pre-

Raphaelite character types to a savage woman. Taminah, a 

servant girl, floats in and out of numerous scenes of the 

novel. She says little, remains the careful observer, and 

seems to find a kind of pleasure in a simple look or a 

sudden moment; but the pleasure is all her own. Karl writes 

Taminah's pre-Raphaelite figure caught in a narcis
sistic pose is characteristic of the lazy, measured 
beat of this fin de siecle work. Moreover, her 
sense of peace and tranquility amid potential vio
lence is a significant prefiguration of Almayer's 
own position.^ 

Conrad can apply the technique of the period of Dowson, 

Symons, and early Yeats to his women characters; but ulti

mately, his women's thoughts and actions remain simple; 

and the results of the actions affect the men, his dominant 

characters. Babalatchi tells Mrs. Almayer: "'A man knows 

when to fight and when to tell peaceful lies. You would 

know that if you were not a woman'" (Almayer's Folly, p. 

155). 

^Frederick R. Karl, A Reader's Guide to Joseph Con
rad (New York: The Noonday Press, 1960), p. 95. 
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In the next of the Malay Tales, An Outcast of the 

Islands, the women, Willems' wife Joanna and Alssa his 

savage lover, function with almost equal significance. Each 

seems to serve as a foil for the other. Joanna follows 

Western customs even though she is half-caste, while Alssa 

represents all of the passion and savagery of a native. 

Joanna is too much a part of the Western culture for Conrad 

to give her a passionate character. Willems can "tyran

nize good-humouredly over his half-caste wife . . . [ellip

sis mine]" (An Outcast of the Islands, p. 3). She is a 

bland character in most respects with a greedy family of 

free-loaders seeking all they can get from a white man. 

Conrad says of her: "She did not complain, she did not 

rebel" (An Outcast of the Islands, p. 9). By having her 

hold her contempt within, Conrad can show her character 

without detailing her fears, emotions, and ideas as he 

does those of his men. Conrad must put a woman in the 

jungle before he can give her the exploding passion of a 

human being. There, she can be no part of Western culture. 

Leo Gurko notes: 

In the treatment of sex, where Conrad is supposed 
to be inept, there is the great scene of sexual im
pact when Willems sets eyes on Alssa; indeed, the 
whole of An Outcast of the Islands is dramatic and 
convincing in its treatment of sex.' 

7 
Leo Gurko, Giant in Exile (New York: MacMillan Company, 1962), p. 202. 
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Alssa is frequently described as having "dropped eyelids," 

"parted lips," "penetrating voice," "exploding breath," 

and as being "wild and stealthy." Her character reveals 

almost an excessive passion. Willems is blind to it at 

first; but he soon discovers the savage passion for himself: 

"Unexpectedly he had come upon a human being--a woman at 

that—who had made him disclose his will before its time. 

She should have his life" (An Outcast of the Islands, p. 

255). Conrad again places passion in the jungle, a jungle 

not meant for a European. Adam Gillon has noted that "in 

Heart of Darkness, the primeval forest becomes the symbol 
8 

of the implacable destiny that closes in upon man." 

Willems is a man who does not belong in the jungle because 

he is part of the West, and symbolically the jungle is 

cinxious to rid itself of him. Karl writes of Alssa's old 

serving woman (just before Willems' death) as she stirs 

the kettle in the courtyard: "That old serving woman—that 

everpresent Fate out of Macbeth—seems in her sorceress' 
9 

caldron to be boiling out Willems' last moments." 

Conrad makes an attempt to return Willems to Western 

culture, but it is too late. The jungle has caught another 

man, and the woman Alssa is a part of the destiny the jungle 

has to offer. Aside from the development of plot, Conrad's 

p 

Adam Gillon, op. cit., p. 120. 

^Karl, op. cit., p. 102. 
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reading public might have been pleased had Joanna been suc

cessful in getting Willems back to "civilization," a man 

penitent for his evil and free love and passion; but Conrad 

does not choose to follow nineteenth-century morality. He 

compromises Willems' character by having him attempt a re

turn only to die at the hands of his passionate Alssa. 

Paradoxically neither woman loses and neither woman wins. 

Alssa cannot be completely savage any more because her 

tribe considers her life with the white man a desertion. 

Neither can Joanna feel complete success in getting Willems 

to attempt a return because she, herself, has entered the 

jungle to bring Willems back. The decision of the return 

has not been his own. 

Bernard Meyer, in his Joseph Conrad: A Psychoana

lytic Biography, has found numerous parallels in An Outcast 

of the Islands with Conrad's own personal life; during the 

time Conrad was writing his second novel, he courted and 

married Jessie George. Meyer suggests that part of the de

velopment of Alssa is Conrad's subconscious reversion to 
10 

the "devouring nature of a woman's love." If Meyer is 

right, Conrad's treatment of women characters is directly 

related to his own experiences. Meyer writes: 

l^Bernard C. Meyer, Joseph Conrad: A Psychoanalytic 
Biography (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1967), 
p. 117. 
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Curiously his [Conrad's] courtship of Jessie 
George coincided precisely with the creation of his 
second novel, a love story which epitomized Conrad's 
fascination with a "dash of orientalism on white." 
He began writing An Outcast of the Islands during 
the same month when he was introduced to Jessie; 
their marriage took place during the very month of 
its publication. The book stands, therefore, as a 
creative accompaniment, or a literary obligate, to 
events in Conrad's personal history: the love af
fair between Willems and Alssa evolved and col
lapsed as an artistic parallel to Conrad's court
ship of Jessie George. Nor is this merely a paral
lel in time: it is equally or parallel in feeling, 
in sense, and in structure. Despite the remoteness 
of its exotic Malay setting and the seeming dissimi
larities of the characters, the fictional love 
story illumines the real one.-'••'• 

While some scholars have found flaws with Conrad's develop

ment of Nina's character, there has been no serious criti

cism of his treatment of Alssa. Something had occurred 

which gave Conrad a greater insight into feminine characteri

zation, and Meyer's discovery of the parallel between Con

rad's writing of An Outcast of the Islands and his marriage 

to Jessie George is perhaps the reason for Conrad's better 

insight into the psychological development of Alssa. 
12 

Conrad's third work, "The Lagoon," has the first 

woman to be treated with ultimate kindness and love; but 

l^Ibid., pp. 115-116. 

Even though several scholars place "The Lagoon" 
fifth in the chronology of Conrad's works, it seems most 
appropriate to place it third because Conrad writes in his 
Note to Tales of Unrest: "It ["The Lagoon"] is the first 
short story I ever wrote and marks, in a manner of speak
ing, the end of my first phase, the Malayan phase with its 
special subject and its verbal suggestions" (Tales of Un
rest, p. vii). 
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she is dying. Her femininity is vital to the plot, but 

she never speaks. Once again, Conrad avoids vivid charac

terization of a woman. Diamelen may be, however, the first 

woman in his writings to begin the gradual evolutionary 

development of his feminine characterizations. She is de

scribed as a woman full of love and as being ravishingly 

beautiful. Her husband Arsat tells of the betrayal of his 

brother for the woman he loves, but the guilt is all his 

own. Arsat and his brother had been inseparable until 

Arsat fell in love with Diamelen, a time when he "could see 

nothing but one face, hear nothing but one voice" (Tales 

of Unrest, p. 195). Unfortunately, Diamelen was in the 

women's court of the ruler; but with the help and encourage

ment of his brother, Arsat was able to elope with her. 

As the three began their escape, all was quiet. 

Arsat's brother wanted the adventure of a chase, but there 

was none. Arsat had begged him not to "shout the cry of 

challenge" (Tales of Unrest, p. 198). The brother's only 

reply was: "'There is half a man in you now—the other 

half is in that woman. I can wait. When you are a whole 

man again, you will come back with me here to shout defi

ance'" (Tales of Unrest, p. 198). After some time has 

elapsed, the three are spotted by the ruler's men. The 

brother makes the plan for escape: 
< 

"On the other side of that wood there is a fisher
man's house—and a canoe. When I have fired all 
the shots I will follow. I am a great runner, and 
before they can come up we shall be gone. I will 
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hold out as long as I can, for she is but a woman— 
that can neither run nor fight, but she has your 
heart in her weak hands." (Tales of Unrest, p. 200) 

Arsat then tells how he saw his brother fall and get up 

again and how he heard him shout "'I am coming!'" (Tales 

of Unrest, p. 201). He then tells the tragic ending of his 

story: 

"I heard him cry my name twice; and I heard 
voices shouting, 'Kill! Strike!' I never turned 
back. I heard him calling my name again with a 
great shriek, as when life is going out together 
with the voice--and I never turned my head. My 
own name! . . . My brother! Three times he called— 
but I was not afraid of life. Was she not there 
in that canoe? And could I not with her find a 
country where death is forgotten—where death is 
unknown!" (Tales of Unrest, p. 201) 

Diamelen is not blamed for Arsat's desires. She is treated 

more sympathetically than Almayer's Nina who disappoints 

her father and his folly, or then Alssa who lures Willems 

into the jungle. She is revealed as a woman of understand

ing kindness, quite different from Joanna Willems. Like 

the other women, she has been the ultimate cause for Arsat's 

guilt and for his isolation from all that he has known. 

However, the choice has been his, and he must tell the tale 

almost as an Ancient Mariner. Thus, Conrad's first three 

works (excluding "The Black Mate") are filled with the 

jungle—its passions, its fears, and its disasters. His 

women characters are completely separated from conventional 

European women. 

"The Idiots" is most significant in the evolution 

of Conrad's treatment of women characters, for it has his 
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first liberated woman. Conrad writes: "Madame Levaille 

was a woman of business, known and respected within a radius 

of at least fifteen miles" (Tales of Unrest, p. 65). Her 

economic interests were extremely diversified. She owned 

houses, worked granite quarries, and freighted coasters. 

"She very seldom slept for two nights together in the same 

house; and the wayside inns were the best place to inquire 

in as to her whereabouts" (Tales of Unrest, p. 66) . Men 

traded with her and often called her out of church to make 

business deals relating to "potatoes, or flour, or stones, 

or houses" (Tales of Unrest, p. 66). Conrad has no transi

tion in stories or novels between the illiterate savage 

woman and Madame Levaille. He simply plunges into a discus

sion of her character as though all his women were of her 

same liberated type. In this way, "The Idiots" is an ex

perimental composition. Conrad seems to be seeking a new 

realm of life about which to write, but he has not laid a 

proper groundwork for such a transition. He must continue 

experimentation before he begins such techniques in his 

longer works, his novels. 

Conrad makes one other attempt at something alto

gether new in "The Idiots." The daughter of Madame Levaille 

has been able to have only idiot children. Her husband in

sists on another child, perhaps a sane one, to whom he may 

leave his fortune. Susan, his wife, refuses him; and in 

this way, Conrad brings his first European sex scene into 
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his literature. Susan kills her husband when he approaches 

her, and tells the whole affair to the police: 

She must explain. "He came in the same way as 
ever and said, just so: 'Do you think I am going 
to leave the land to those people from Morbihan that 
I do not know? Do you? We shall seel Come along, 
you creature of mischance!' And he put his arms 
out. Then, Messieurs, I said: 'Before God—never!' 
And he said, striding at me with open palms: 'There 
is no God to hold me! Do you understand, you use
less carcase. I will do what I like.' And he took 
me by the shoulders. Then I, Messieurs, called to 
God for help, and next minute, while he was shaking 
me, I felt my long scissors in my hand. His shirt 
was unbuttoned, and, by the candlelight, I saw the 
hollow of his throat. I cried: 'Let Go!' He was 
crushing my shoulders. He was strong, my man was! 
Then I thought: No! . . . Must I? . . . Then take! 
—and I struck in the hollow place. I never saw 
him fall. Never! never turned his head. He is 
deaf and childish, gentlemen. . . . Nobody saw him 
fall. I ran out . . . Nobody saw. . . . " (Tales 
of Unrest, pp. 81-82) 

It is interesting to note that Conrad does not tell the tale 

from the point of view of a narrator. He says that someone 

told him the story and even the teller has Susan tell her 

own tale to the police. This technique perhaps serves as 

a kind of protection for Conrad. He can simply say (as 

Chaucer does near the end of "The Prologue" to the Canter

bury Tales) that he is merely repeating a story which some

one told him. There is no evidence that Conrad was afraid 

of the scene, but he may have felt some anxiety about the 

subject. And, too, his major experiences had been at sea. 

He seems to have left the criticism of the story to the in

dividual. Even in his Note in the Malay Edition he wrote: 

"The Idiots" is such an obviously derivative 
piece of work that it is impossible for me to say 
anything about it here. The suggestion of it was 
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not mental but visual: the actual idiots. (Tales 
of Unrest, p. ix) 

The stories which Conrad wrote just after his mar

riage have unusual themes for a man who has just married. 

Meyer writes: 

Rather than a picture of amorous bliss, the account 
of these nuptials reflects a sense of nervousness, of 
sickness, and of discomfort hardly compatible with an 
atmosphere of felicitous physical intimacy.1^ 

Conrad appears to be a trapped man seeking an escape; and 

significantly, during the time he was feeling entrapment, 

his women characters produce idiots, are silent, are re

moved from a first person narration, or are dead before the 

action begins. "An Outpost of Progress" followed "The 

Idiots," but it is virtually void of women. The setting 

is still in the jungle and savage, but its characters are 

men. 

After another look at the Archipelago in "An Out

post of Progress," Conrad was again ready to return to 

Europe for his plots; but his next story, "The Return," 

would treat the Victorians satirically. His impressions of 

the Victorians were much like the impressions the twentieth 

century has of that age, and it was difficult for him to 

accept their conventions of artificiality and prudishness. 

Mrs. Hervey is the only woman in the short story, but she 

holds a dominant role. She frees herself of the conventions 

Meyer, op. cit., p. 118. 
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of the age (Madame Levaille was already free when "The 

Idiots" began); and her struggle for freedom is one of the 

major themes of the work, aside from the closely related 

attacks against the Victorians. 

The attitudes toward women in "The Return" are 

shown through a kind of monologue given by Mr. Hervey and 

through the omniscient narrator. Conrad's description of 

Alvan Hervey and his house lays the foundation for the dis

cussion of Hervey's wife: 

He ascended without footfalls. Brass rods glim
mered all up the red carpet. On the first-floor 
landing a marble woman, decently covered from neck 
to instep with stone draperies, advanced a row of 
lifeless toes to the edge of the pedestal, and 
thrust out blindly a rigid white arm holding a clus
ter of lights. (Tales of Unrest, p. 123) 

His home's interior represents his personal interior. He 

is a Victorian and as formal as his own drawing room. Con

rad says: "He considered himself well connected, well edu

cated and intelligent" (Tales of Unrest, p. 119). Conrad 

goes on to write of Hervey's marriage: 

After their marriage they busied themselves, 
with marked success, in enlarging the circle of their 
acquaintance. Thirty people knew them by sight; 
twenty more with smiling demonstrations tolerated 
their occasional presence within hospitable thresh
olds; at least fifty others became aware of their 
existence. They moved in their enlarged world amongst 
perfectly delightful men and women who feared emo
tion, enthusiasm, or failure, more than fire, war, 
or mortal disease; who tolerated only the commonest 
formulas of commonest thoughts, and recognized only 
profitable facts. It was an extremely charming sphere, 
the abode of all the virtues, where nothing is real
ized and where all joys and sorrows are cautiously 
toned down into pleasures and annoyances. In that 
serene region then, where noble sentiments are cul
tivated in sufficient profusion to conceal the 
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pitiless materialism of thoughts and aspirations 
Alvan Hervey and his wife spent five years of pru
dent bliss unclouded by any doubt as to the moral 
propriety of their existence. She, to give her 
individuality fair play, took up all manner of 
philanthropic work and became a member of various 
rescuing and reforming societies patronized or 
presided over by ladies of title. He took an 
active interest in politics; and having met quite 
by chance a literary man—who nevertheless was 
related to an earl—he was induced to finance a 
moribund society paper. (Tales of Unrest, pp. 120-
121) 

Alvan is shocked that his wife would run away after 

five years of such a perfect marriage. He wonders what 

could have caused his action and then realizes: "Yet, pas

sion. His own wife! Good God!" (Tales of Unrest, p. 132). 

He had been perfectly satisfied. "Five years of life in 

common had appeased his longing. Yes, longtime ago. The 

first five months did that—but . . . There was the habit— 

the habit of her person, of her smile, of her gestures, of 

her voice, of her silence" (Tales of Unrest, p. 134). 

Shortly after Alvan realizes that she has gone, Mrs. 

Hervey returns. This is Alvain's chance. He reminds her 

of the shame, inquires about her passion with the journalist, 

and chides her severely with Victorian cliches and manner

isms: "'Self-restraint is everything in life, you know.'" 

(Tales of Unrest, p. 155). But it is too late. Mrs. Hervey 

is shaken from her humility. After a lengthy speech 

against his Victorian concept of women, she soon realizes 

that he is approaching her bedroom. "She panted, showing 

her teeth, and the hate of strength, the disdain of weakness. 
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the eternal preoccupation of sex came out like a toy demon 

out of a box" (Tales of Unrest, p. 178). Finding the event 

odious, Mrs. Hervey locks herself in her room—refuses 

Alvan; and in the end, Alvan leaves the house. And "he 

never returned" (Tales of Unrest, p. 186). 

In "The Return," Conrad has fully vented for the 

first time his feelings against the nineteenth century caf6 

society. Although the reader may find the story amusing, 

Conrad found it contemptible. On July 19, 1897, he wrote 

to E. L. Sanderson: 

—Alas!—I've been ten weeks trying to write a story 
of about 20 pages of print. I haven't finished yet! 
And what I've written seems to me too contemptible 
for words. Not in conception perhaps,—but in execu
tion. This state of affairs spells Ruin,—and I 
Ccin't help it,—I can't.^^ 

Meyer suggests that Conrad's problems in writing were not 

literary but domestic: 

That Conrad suffered so keenly over the writing 
["The Return"] may be explained in part by the fact 
that he was trying to write about the intimate life 
of a white man and a white woman, a subject which, as 
previously noted, may have caused him trouble in the 
past and was surely destined to do so again. How
ever, there is good reason to suspect that the sub
ject of the story—the breakup of a marriage—was 
too close to his own discomfort as a married man to 
permit him to compose with ease and detachment. If 
Conrad had already displayed restiveness under the 
yoke of marriage, the sense of being trapped was 
undoubtedly enhanced when Jessie Conrad became preg
nant presumably in mid-April 1897, the very month 
in which he began to write "The Return." In pro
posing marriage Conrad announced that there were to 
be' no children (a stipulation which he enforced on 

1^Jean-Aubry, op. cit., I, 206-207. 



41 

most of his fictional characters) and there is no 
reason to suppose that he had changed his views. 
His attitude toward this pregnancy was far from 
joyous.15 

His next work was The Nigger of the "Narcissus," a 

novel in which women figure only peripherally. A woman is 

not mentioned until after ninety-three pages of the short 

novel; and even then, a sailor merely has "fleeting visions 

of his old woman and the youngsters in a moorland village" 

(The Nigger of the "Narcissus," p. 93). The only other 

women references are memories that the sailors have of 

women in ports and at home. At the end of the novel, the 

ship crewmen have a few prurient conversations about women, 

perhaps even a mild reference to prostitution when they 

asked: "'Where did you sleep last night?' whispered gaily, 

slapped their thighs with bursts of subdued laughter" (The 

Nigger of the "Narcissus," p. 168). Other sailors are seen 

in port the next morning leaving with mothers or wives: "As 

I came up I saw a redfaced, blowsy woman, in a grey shawl, 

and with dusty, fluffy hair, fall on Charley's neck. It was 

his mother" (The Nigger of the 'Narcissus," p. 170) . The 

captain's wife is described as having a great deal of dig

nity. 'Other friends and relatives meet most of the rest 

of the crew, with the exception of Mr. Baker. His father 

and mother are dead, and his sister is too rich to come to 

the docks. The ship is his woman. She is his first love. 

Meyer, op. cit., p. 125 
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He sits down to smoke after the crew has left and thinks 

of old times aboard her. Conrad is careful to avoid any 

other feminine conversations except a mere greeting. 

As in The Nigger of the Narcissus, women have no 

important speeches in "Karain: A Memory." Conrad says, 

"In that story I had not gone back to the Archipelago, I 

had only turned for another look at it" (Tales of Unrest, 

ix) . The reference to a woman in "Karain" is much like the 

references to women in his first works, but in "Karain" the 

woman is viewed from an even greater distance. She is much 

like Diamelen in "The Lagoon." Diamelen has caused her 

lover, Arsat to become isolated from his world because of 

the death of his brother. And in the same way, a woman has 

separated Karain from his honor. Karain's lover is referred 

to as "a willful lady," as having a "voice soft and plead

ing," and as a "haunting woman." Yet, she never speaks. 

She is not even in the action of the story, but she causes 

Karain's feelings of guilt as Diamelen caused Arsat's. The 

themes are almost identical. 

Conrad's next story, "Youth," would have nothing 

more than a mother-type called Mrs. Beard. There are per

haps two reasons for his return to tales concerning men. 

First, as in "The Idiots," he is trying something new. 

Second, Marlow, narrator of "Youth," is forty-two when he 

tells the tale; he was twenty when it took place. The story 

was written in 1898, published in 1902; and most likely. 
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Conrad is Marlow. The dates would make Conrad forty-one, 

possibly nearer forty-two, when he wrote the tale; and it 

is quite possible that Conrad was drawing the story from a 

memory of his earlier life, a time when there were few 

women. At any rate, his next work, "Youth," had few refer

ences to women or feminine ideas. 

Conrad then began Heart of Darkness, once again re

turning to the jungle for a setting. In such a setting he 

can treat his savage women as he chooses, but one interest

ing difference in his technique of characterization in 

Heart of Darkness is found in his nineteenth-century white 

woman called the "Intended" who is seen side by side with 

a savage. The two characters are so entirely different and 

their cultures are so far apart that the contrast of the 

two women is one of the most profound developments in the 

novel. Conrad describes the savage as magnificent, mysti

cal, and grotesque: 

"She walked with measured steps, draped in striped 
and fringed cloths, treading the earth proudly, with 
a slight jingle and flash of barbarous ornaments. 
She carried her head high; her hair was done in the 
shape of a helmet; she had brass leggings to the knee, 
brass wire gauntlets to the elbow, a crimson spot 
on her tawny cheek innumerable necklaces of glass 
beads on her neck; bizarre things, charms, gifts of 
witch-men, that hung about her, glittered and 
trembled at every step. She must have had the value 
of several elephant tusks upon her. She was savage 
and superb, wild-eyed and magnificent; there was 
something ominous and stately in her deliberate 
progress." (Youth and Two Other Stories, pp. 135-
136) 

The savage must have been vibrant and alive in every re

spect for Kurtz while his "Intended" remained draped in 
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nineteenth-century solitude awaiting his return. Lillian 

Feder says that the "Intended" cannot face the sounds and 

smells of the world because she is a woman who has become 

16 
unwilling to face life. She "has become a shade." Since 

she cannot face the reality of life, she seems much like 

the Victorian Alvan Hervey in "The Return." She is too 

concerned with the conventional world. F. R. Leavis finds 

the "Intended" completely free from the irony implied: 

It is not part of Conrad's irony that there should 
be anything ironical in this presentment of the 
woman. The irony lies in the association of her 
innocent nobility, her purity of idealizing faith, 
with the unspeakable corruption of Kurtz. . . . 

He further finds "'The horror! the horror!'" (Youth and 

Two Other Stories, p. 161), Marlow's account of Kurtz's 

last words when the "Intended" made him tell her every de

tail of her lover's death, a weakness in the ending of 

Conrad's novel. But if one views the Belgium "Intended" 

as a nineteenth-century Alvan Hervey, the ending becomes 

one more attempt of Conrad to liberate himself from Vic

torian conventions. Charles Burkhart writes: 

Conrad's view of women is one of the most Vic
torian things about him. Kurtz's "Intended" in 
Heart of Darkness is a figure of unblemished purity 

16 
Lillian Feder, "Marlow's Decent into Hell," 

Joseph Conrad's "Heart of Darkness" with Essays in Criti
cism, ed. Robert Kimbrough (New York: W. W. Norton & Com
pany, 'Inc., 1963), p. 189. 

17 
F. R. Leavis, "Minor Works and Nostromo," Modern 

British Fiction, ed. Mark Schorer (New York: Oxford Univer
sity Press, 1961), p. 91. 
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and devotion, while his savage mistress is an alle
gorical embodiment of the opposite (and thereby re
lated) principle—in Freudian terms, an incarnation 
of the carnal drives of the id.^Q 

A more recent interpretation for the final scene 

with the "Intended" has been expressed by Robert Andreach; 

This scene with the Intended is necessary to com
plete the hero's journey from Separation from the 
Western European moral code to initiation into the 
region of fabulous forces, the pagan world that 
reigns in his heart of darkness, to return to the 
Western European moral code. 

As can be observed in the Andreach quotation, recent criti

cism for The Heart of Darkness has pushed the interpreta

tion of the work far beyond the realistic level. Robert 

Andreach, Paul Wiley, and Avrom Fleishman all find signifi

cant evidence that, in one way or another. Heart of Dark

ness portrays a struggle between two cultures and/or cen

turies—the savage woman signifying one culture and the 

"Intended" signifying the other. Wiley writes: 

Bearing a certain resemblance to Wait in The 
Nigger in his grotesque and spectral appearance, 
Kurtz dominates the allegory as a symbol of Euro
pean intelligence mastered by savagery and evil. 
Conrad subtly manages to suggest in Kurtz the 
strains of diabolism, erotic excess, nihilism, and 
perversity often associated with the "decadence" 
at the end of the century and to connect the theme 
of deterioration with a failure of normal love, as 
represented in Kurtz's intended.20 

18 
Charles Burkhart, "Conrad the Victorian," English 

Literature in Transition (1880-1920), VI, 3. 
19 
Robert F. Andreach, The Slain and Resurrected 

God; Conrad, Ford, and the Christian Myth (New York: New 
York University Press, 1970), p. 52. 

20paul L. Wiley, Conrad's Measure of Man (New York: 
Gordian Press, Inc., 1966), p. 63. 
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Fleishman writes: 

If we were to give a name to Kurtz's vision of 
"the horror," it might appropriately be anarchy: 
that state of social decomposition at the opposite 
pole from organic community.^1 

Fleishman's transfer of "the horror" to anarchy tends to 

support Wiley's contention that Heart of Darkness is con

nected with problems involving the end of a century. 

Although "the horror" may allegorically represent 

amarchy, it can equally represent a real event v^ich Conrad 

chose to omit. Even though Conrad did choose to omit the 

details of the "unspeakable rites," the actual event does 

not destroy cin allegorical interpretation; it may in fact 

help the reader better understand the allegory. With the 

help of Sir James Frazer and others, Reid gives a realistic 

interpretation: 

I suggest that Kurtz, at the midnight rituals, had 
been able to have the natives accept the most tem
porary of man-gods in the form of a young and vigor
ous man, invest him with all the trappings of his 
position, worship him, and finally slay him. Kurtz 
would succeed, once again, to the high position, 
but having partaken of the body of the newly slain 
man-god, succeed reinvigorated and revived. These 
rites were perhaps annual, or, as I feel, were in
stituted with increasing frequency as Kurtz's ill
nesses became more frequent and pronounced. The 
heads on the poles were those of the victims; they 
faced Kurtz's hut.^^ 

21 
Avrom Fleishman, Conrad's Politics: Community 

and Anarchy in the Fiction of Joseph Conrad (Baltimore: 
The Johns Hopkins Press, 1967), p. 92. 

22 
Stephen A. Reid, "The 'Unspeakable Rites' in 

Heart of Darkness," Modern Fiction Studies, IX (Winter, 
1963-1964), 350. 
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Since Conrad chose to omit the details of "the horror," he 

most likely intended that the reader choose the allegorical 

approach suggested earlier by Burkhart and then by Andreach, 

Wiley, and Fleishman; however, the realistic interpretation 

does not destroy the emphasis placed on opposites in the 

novel. In Heart of Darkness, Conrad's cultures, his en

vironments, his attitudes, and his women characters all 

portray opposites on any level. It seems, however, that 

a compromise between opposites, and especially the opposites 

seen in the characters of the two women, is what Conrad is 

trying to suggest. He gives both extremes in the novel, 

and perhaps a compromise between the two women would be the 

typical twentieth-century woman. Conrad is not sanction

ing the "Intended's" purity and innocence, as Schorer be

lieves; nor is Conrad finding the jungle woman superior. 

Among other things in the work, he is merely showing a con

trast between the savage woman and the European woman at 

the turn of his century. And perhaps through the savagery 

he gives to Kurtz's jungle mistress, he is seeking to find 

a woman typical of his time who can emerge in the later work 

If Conrad could create an ideal early twentieth-century 

woman, he would perhaps take the vibrance of the savage 

woman and couple it with the cultural (but stagnating) at

tributes of the Victorian "Intended." 

Conrad's next woman. Jewel, who appears in Lord Jim, 

is of the jungle; but she perhaps represents the transition 
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between jungle and nineteenth-century Europe better than 

any character thus far, although one must remember that she 

is of the jungle and closer to the savage than to Europe. 

She is treated sympathetically as was Diamelen in "The La

goon"; but her character advances one step further in that 

she speaks. Even though she is nearer the twentieth cen

tury in that she is given character as an individual and 

shares a love affair free of conventional inhibitions, her 

savage background still sways her thoughts. Her character 

is mingled with ignorance, intuition, passionate possessive-

23 

ness, and fear. 

Conrad is so afraid his reader will not recognize 

the impact of his love story that he has his narrator Mar

low caution over and over, "'This, let me remind you again, 

is a love story'" (Lord Jim, p. 299 et passim). Perhaps 

this device has a little of the artificiality typical of 

Conrad's early treatment of women and love. He attempts 

sincerity with his character Jewel, whereas earlier he had 

been content with half-drawn native or Victorian portraits. 

Significantly, Lord Jim is his first love story aside from 

"The Lagoon" and "Karain"; but "The Lagoon" and "Karain" 

have no characters who speak, think, or act. The quality 

of love in them is more passionate and savage. Jewel is 

obviously treated with much more delineation of mind and 

23 
Richard Curie, Joseph Conrad and His Characters 

(London: Heinemann, 1957), pp. 46-49. 



49 

emotion than any woman Conrad has created thus far. One 

feels her suffering and grief about the loss of Jim through 

Marlow: "'He is gone, inscrutable at heart, and the poor 

girl is leading a sort of soundless, inert life in Stein's 

house'" (Lord Jim, pp. 416-417). 

Conrad's treatment of the love between Jim and Jewel 

is most sharply viewed when it is compared with the rela

tionship between Kurtz and his women. Jim, the son of an 

English parson is a moral character who is confronted with 

the supreme test of his moral fiber. Kurtz, on the other 

hand, does not reorder the structure of the native commun

ity. The savage woman simply helps Kurtz continue his 

movement toward darkness while Jewel helps Jim find himself. 

Avrom Fleishman contends that Jim is a higher development 

of Kurtz: 

In form, if not in content, their careers are re
markably similar: they come to remote native areas 
with driving personal aims; they attain absolute 
power over the natives by manipulating their per
sonal charismatic power (that Jim disdains his ideali
zation does not prevent him from employing it ef
fectively) ; they take native (in Jim's case, half-
caste) mistresses and otherwise assimilate them
selves to native life; they organize war parties 
and successfully pursue armed campaigns; and they 
are both destroyed by their incomplete identifica
tion with native life. 

The significant difference between them is one 
of politics: Jim learns to employ his power in 
reordering the structure of the community, rather 

24 
Meyer, op. cit., p. 159 
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than, like Kurtz, accepting and exploiting the com
munity's worst potentialities.^5 

Although Fleishman does not compare the women of Heart of 

Darkness and Lord Jim, they also have many outward traits 

in common. The differences, however, are as significant as 

those seen between Kurtz and Jim. Neither the "Intended" 

nor the savage woman in Heart of Darkness has the potential 

ability to help Kurtz. The women are simply literary de

vices which help portray the problems of Kurtz. Jewel, 

however, can act, speak, and at least listen with some com

prehension to the problems of Jim. She is Conrad's first 

woman (in his novels) to have some identity of her own. 

Joseph Conrad's heritage had given him a chance to 

read widely from the classics, and at various times, classi

cal allusions appear in his work. Robert Andreach has 

found an interesting parallel between Jewel and Dante's 

Beatrice, although the two women are by no means one and 

the same. Andreach writes: 

I do not mean to imply that Jewel is Beatrice. 
At this point in the study of the way in which the 
Christian myth is being re-created, it is enough 
to state by concretizing the mirror image in the 
heroine, Conrad creates the possibility of redemp
tion for the hero who will look into her eyes. 
Because she is a woman with whom he can discover 
himself, she becomes a vessel of hope. Given the 
imagery with which she is described, she progres
sively becomes a figure of Mary while retaining 
her reality as a woman as Conrad moves from his 
Malayan to his Western European phase.2° 

25 
Fleishman, op. cit., pp. 106-107. 
Andreach, op. cit., p. 66. 
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Here, again, one can view Conrad's struggle to create a 

well delineated feminine role; but his knowledge of the 

British woman was still limited. He knew the classical tra

dition of women from his reading, and he knew the habits 

of the women of the jungle and the ports from his years at 

sea; but he still did not know the tradition of the Western 

woman well enough to create one for his work. If Jewel is 

indeed an allusion to the classical tradition, then Conrad 

was moving toward a time when he could create a modern 

Western feminine role. Lord Jim, however, does seem to re

veal Conrad's conscious attempt to give his feminine world 

more depth. 

Jewel Wcints Jim as much as Mrs. MacWhirr of "Typhoon" 

wamts to be free of her husband. Mrs. MacWhirr has been of 

a "superior family who had seen better days," and her whole 

character is drawn in the light of Victorian prudishness. 

She is "lady like"; she wants a bigger house than her hus

band can afford; and she wants to maintain a good public 

image. When asked about her husband, she usually replies 

with great care: "'The climate there agrees with him . . . 

[ellipsis mine] as if poor MacWhirr had been away touring 

in China for the sake of his health'" (Typhoon and Other 

Stories, pp. 95-96). Conrad frequently refers to the Vic

torians as he did in "The Return," but they do not dominate 

"Typhoon" as they did the earlier work. He uses Mrs. Rout, 

the chief engineer's wife, as a kind of foil for Mrs. 
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MacWhirr; she is anxiously awaiting her husband's return 

while Mrs. MacWhirr merely wants Mr. MacWhirr's monthly in

come. 

Throughout the latter part of Conrad's early period, 

he has shifted from one woman type to the other. He aban

dons the characterization of Mrs. MacWhirr and depicts his 

next woman as he did the devoted Mrs. Rout. Mrs. Hermann 

of "Falk," with her housework, her blue dress, her wash-

tubs, and her babies, is described as the devoted wife. 

Her niece, who eventually marries Falk, will probably be 

the same type of woman, but it is difficult to know much 

about her character because she does not speak. Obviously 

by this time, Conrad is uncertain about his attitude toward 

women. His short stories are becoming increasingly filled 

with various types of women, whereas his first works were 

primarily about savages. Numerous times, however, his women 

never have a chance to speak. Critics writing before 

Typhoon and Other Stories were taking note of his speechless 

women, and certainly they observed the silence of women in 

"Falk." Conrad wrote defending his work in his Note to 

"Falk": 

I think the copy was shown to the editor of some 
magazine who rejected it indignantly on the sole 
ground that "the girl never says anything." This 
is perfectly true. From first to last Herroann's 
niece utters no word in the tale—and it is not 
because she is dumb, but for the simple reason that 
whenever she happens to come under the observation 
of the narrator she has either no occasion or is 
too profoundly moved to speak. The editor, who ob
viously had read the story, might have perceived 
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that for himself. (Note to Typhoon and Other 
Stories, p. x) 

With the characterization of Amy Foster, Conrad 

attempts again to bridge the gap between cultures. For the 

first time, a European woman marries a "savage." Yanko is 

a Carpathian peasant; and for all practical purposes, he 

is a savage to the "highly civilized" British (except for 

Dr. Kennedy who perhaps has more education than his vil

lagers) . He does not speak their language; he drifts to 

their shore from a shipwreck; and he does native dances 

v^ich seem savage to the conventional British. To them, 

Ysinko is far too removed from British customs for marriage 

with a British girl; but Amy falls in love with him anyway. 

Conrad writes of Amy's love affair: "Every old woman in 

the village was up in arms" (Typhoon and Other Stories, p. 

134). Amy has enough of the twentieth century in her to 

choose for herself even though her husband is considered 

"wild as a woodland creature" (Typhoon and Other Stories, 

p. 134). Despite Amy's choice, whether it is produced by 

passion or the ideas of a new era, Conrad returns to his 

usual treatment of his women for the ending. During occa

sional moments throughout the story, she has the ability to 

think; and near the end of the story, she has enough emotion 

to name her son after his father. ̂"̂  Yet for the most part. 

2*̂ Edward Wasiolek, "Yanko Goorall, a Note on Name 
Symbolism in Conrad's 'Amy Foster,'" Modern Language Notes, 
LXXI (June, 1956), 419. 
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she is ignorant and fearful, a product of her own nineteenth 

century. 

Romance, a collaboration with Ford Madox Ford, is 

perhaps the turning point for Conrad's treatment of women.^® 

He wrote to one correspondent (just before he wrote Romance) 

that things were bad for him, and to Arnold Bennett he wrote 

of having to revise and rewrite his work frequently. The 

revelation of his problems came about the time he was col

laborating with Ford Madox Ford, and the experience may 

have helped him. Conrad told his agent Pinker: "Nostromo 

[his next novel after Romance]is more of a novel pure and 

29 

simple than anything I've done since Almayer's Folly." 

Ford was certainly quick to claim his personal praise for 

helping Conrad. He wrote the year after Conrad's death: 
It was still more, perhaps, that I was a large, 

blond, phlegmatic on the surface and had a good 
deal of knowledge of practical sides of English life 
that Conrad naturally ignored. "̂^ 

Ford may have claimed too much credit for Conrad's 

work in many cases, but Seraphena in Romance is perhaps the 

best feminine characterization in Conrad's works thus far: 

she is a cultured woman in an uncivilized Cuba; her v^ole 

28 
"The Inheritors" is omitted because Conrad schol

ars generally agree that Conrad had little to do with the 
work. Certainly the treatment is not typical of Conrad's 
other work. 

' Ernest A. Baker, The History of the English Novel, 
Vol. 10 (New York: Barnes & Noble, Inc., 1939), 45. 

Ford Madox Ford, "Working with Conrad," Yale Re
view, XVIII (June, 1929), 700. 
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existence is aloof from the common outlaws of Rio Medio, 

her home; and her personality shows the love of mankind and 

an humble heart. She is of the twentieth century in that 

she can accept any situation in which she finds herself; 

yet, she is as ancient as the Renaissance because of her 

family name in Cuba. Few other women in literature have 

her grace and charm. 

Conrad's early works show a problem in the develop

ment of feminine characterizations, and Ford's collaboration 

may have lessened the problems. But Ford cannot receive 

all the credit. Conrad had increasingly realized new con

cepts about women before Romance. However, it is Romance 

that gives him the courage or the push (and perhaps even a 

little insight) which enables him to treat women characters 

more sympathetically and with more delineation than before. 

Yet, Conrad's works showed a certain amount of evolutionary 

development before he began the collaboration (and for a 

long time after). Ford simply speeded the evolutionary 

process of feminine characterization a little, but Conrad's 

women would rise in character and quality as the twentieth 

century emerged, as he learned more about British social 

life, and after he gave up the sea. 

"To-morrow" (written between 1902 and 1903), Con

rad' s last work in his early period, has a carefully de

fined woman named Bessie. She portrays the faithful daugh

ter who places the cares of her blind father above all other 
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things in her life. When her neighbor's son comes home, 

she thinks (for a short time) that she may get a husband; 

but after a very few minutes of conversation with him, she 

realizes that he is much too much of the world. Conrad 

gives him a frivolous character that would become almost 

a stereotype of the Twenties; and even though Bessie would 

like to go with him, their personalities are much too far 

apart. His philosophy of women and ships is the same: 

"'You love her and leave her; and a voyage isn't a marriage" 

(Typhoon and Other Stories, p. 268). Conrad's attitude 

toward Bessie is confusing, for he seems to want her to es

cape the miserable demands of her father, but he does not 

bring a suitable mate into her grasp. The only justifica

tion for his treatment of Bessie is his philosophy of human 

suffering in which so many of his characters struggle with 

destiny and love. The story ends with a note of tragedy 

v^en Bessie realizes that she is doomed to the routine of 

her miserable country life. 

R. L. Megroz has perhaps best summed up Conrad's 

treatment of the early women. He writes: 

Because Conrad's women are outnumbered by his 
men, who moreover usually hold the stage, it should 
not be concluded that women play a small part in 
the Conradian world. His general attitude towards 
women as a sex is commoner on the Continent than 
among the British and North Americans. It is not 
precisely that attributed to the Malays by Conrad 
himself, but there is in his chivalry toward women 
a very definite instinct belonging to the dark 
patriarchal age in which woman's dominion was the 
nuptial couch, the nursery and the social graces. 
This fallacy having been exploded by feminists and 



57 

up-to-date anthropologists, the reader has to put 
something pitying into his contemplation of Con
rad's presentation of women. True, it does not 
differ essentially from the feminine creations of 
other great novelists, but unless we are pre
pared to turn our faces from the light of modern 
wisdom, not only Conrad, but Hardy and Thackeray, 
Balzac and Flaubert, Tolstoy and Dostoievsky, Jane 
Austen and the Brontes, and Shakespeare, must all 
go by the board.^^ 

The stories of Conrad's early period clearly express the 

masculine condition. Many of the men in the early works 

(such as Almayer, Willems, Kurtz, and Jim) fall into de

spair; and their isolation, loneliness, and fears are often 

more sharply portrayed by contrasting them with their femi

nine counterparts. The new hero of the middle period of 

Conradian works, however, will be more directly involved 

with his women. As Andreach so clearly expresses it: "The 

Conradian hero will accept the heroine's guiding power on 

his quest. Once he confronts death within himself, he will 

confront life.""^^ 

31 
R. L. Megroz, Joseph Conrad's Mind and Method: 

A Study of Personality in Art (New York: Russell & Russell, 
1964), pp. 191-192. 

32 
Andreach, op. cit., p. 63. 



CHAPTER III 

THE WOMEN OF THE MIDDLE FICTION 

Conrad's Nostromo, which was finished in September 

of 1904, marks the beginning of his middle period. During 

this time, his women characters were to show a gradual 

change from jungle natives and Victorian ladies to strong-

willed governesses and women of the twentieth century who 

were capable of profound actions and reason. Mrs. Gould, 

"the first lady" in Nostromo, serves as the transitional 

figure between Conrad's first two periods as well as the 

transitional figure between the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries. She is Victorian in that she cannot communicate 

with her husband; she lives with the Victorian past; and 

she has some of the traits of a busybody. She is twentieth 

century, however, in that she can go to the meetings of men; 

she can discuss the topics she chooses to discuss with any

one; and she has influence in the community which heretofore 

would probably have been exerted only by men. 

One of the most important forces which keeps her-
2 

Victorian is her husband and his actions. He will not, and 

perhaps cannot, share his feelings and emotions with his 

For characteristics of Victorian life, see Chapter 
I, pp. 12-14. 

r 

^Ibid. 
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wife. It is true that the silver mine he operates draws him 

away from her; but at the same time, this separation helps 

magnify the distance between the Goulds as man and wife. 

Richard Curie writes: "Mrs. Gould's idea of a perfect mar

riage was of a partnership in which self would be swallowed 
3 

up in giving. . . . " As a result, her husband leaves her 

out of his life almost completely. Mrs. Gould, while try

ing to talk to her husband about her loneliness, is answered: 
"I thought you had understood me perfectly from 

the first," Charles Gould said, slowly. "I thought 
we had said all there was to say a long time ago. 
There is nothing to say now." (Nostromo, p. 207) 

Thus, the marital decay continues, and the artificiality of 

the whole marriage is stressed in the strange fidelity of 

the ideal wife: "'Ah, you are going to meet the escort. 

I shall be on the balcony at five o'clock to see you pass. 

Till then. Good-bye'" (Nostromo, p. 208). She does her 

duty outwardly, but her spiritual fidelity is to the local 

doctor whom she sees almost daily. The hollowness of the 

marriage is exemplified in various passages of irony through

out the novel. Vivid description of the Victorian furniture 

in the old Gould house, like that in the home of "The In

tended" of Heart of Darkness, helps depict the loneliness 

of Mrs. Gould. The passage also contains overtones of 

irony directed toward the artificiality of the nineteenth 

century: 

•a 

"̂ Richard Curie, Joseph Conrad and His Characters 
(London: Heinemann, 1957), p. 94. 
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The loftiness dwarfed the mixture of heavy, 
straight-backed Spanish chairs of brown wood 
with leathern seats, and European furniture, low 
and cushioned all over, like squat little mon
sters gorged to bursting with steel springs and 
horsehair. (Nostromo, p. 51) 

In this way, Mrs. Gould is forced to live in the past, an 

isolated woman, both from her husband and the newness of 

the twentieth century. 

At various times, she becomes a meddling busybody 

about the town, perhaps a carry-over of the Victorian femi

nine roles. Conrad has Mrs. Gould say to Dr. Monygham 

about the Viola girls: 

"I feel I have a duty toward these girls," said 
Mrs. Gould, uneasily. "Is Nostromo in Sulaco now?" 

"He is, since last Sunday." 

"He ought to be spoken to—at once." 

"Who will dare speak to him? Even the love-
mad Ramirez runs away from the mere shadow of Cap
tain Fidanza." 

"I can. I will," Mrs. Gould declared. "A 
word will be enough for a man like Nostromo." 

The doctor smiled sourly. (Nostromo, pp. 518-519) 

These Victorian traits are minimized, however, in 

comparison with Mrs. Gould's liberated qualities as a woman. 

She can go to public meetings: 

The ladies of Sulaco were not advanced enough to 
take part in the public life to that extent. They 
had come out strongly at the grand ball at the 
Intendencia the evening before, but Mrs. Gould 
alone had appeared, a bright spot in the group of 
black coats behind the President-Dictator, on the 
crimson cloth-covered stage erected under a shady 
tree on the shore of the harbour, where no ceremony 
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of turning the first sod had taken place. 
(Nostromo, p. 3 5) 

She assumes her role well. Often she is to be found 

helping with public charities and with the problems of in

dividuals. Numerous accounts of her good works show that 

trait; but one of the most outstanding examples of her in

terest in civic affairs is her concern for the preservation 

of the Viola house when the mine works are being built: 

She took this opportunity to mention how she had 
just obtained from Sir John the promise that the 
house occupied by Giorgio Viola should not be in
terfered with. She declared she could never under
stand why the survey engineers ever talked of 
demolishing that old building. (Nostromo, p. 123) 

Certainly, Mrs. Gould has qualities of both the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and Conrad makes her a 

perfect transitional figure when he writes: 

It must not be supposed that Mrs. Gould's mind was 
masculine. A woman with a masculine mind is not a 
being of superior efficiency; she is simply a phe
nomenon of imperfect differentiation—interestingly 
barren and without importance. Dona Emilia's in
telligence being feminine led her to achieve the 
conquest of Sulaco, simply by lighting the way for 
her unselfishness and sympathy. She could converse 
charmingly, but she was not talkative. The wisdom 
of the heart having no concern with the erection 
of demolition of theories and more than with the 
defense of prejudices, has no random words at its 
command. The words it pronounces have the value 
of acts of integrity, tolerance, and compassion. 
(Nostromo, pp. 66-67) 

Antonia, who is perhaps a foil for Mrs. Gould, is 

completely liberated for her time. This point is made 

frequently in the novel: 
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Miss Avallanous, born in Europe and educated 
partly in England, was a tall, grave girl, with a 
self-possessed manner, a wide white forehead, a 
wealth of rich brown hair, and blue eyes. 

The other young ladies of Sulaco stood in awe 
of her character and accomplishments. She was re
puted to be terribly learned and serious. (Nos
tromo , p. 140) 

She remains completely separated from the other women in 

Sulaco. The ordinary young lady would have stood at the 

lower windows to talk with her caballero only in the pres

ence of an older woman, but Antonia stands on the dark bal

cony with her lover, Decoud, and talks to him in private: 

This was a tete-a-tete of extreme impropriety; some
thing of which in the whole extent of the Republic 
only the extraordinary Antonia could be capable— 
the poor, motherless girl, never accompanied, with 
a careless father, who had thought only of making 
her learned. (Nostromo, p. 186) 

Conrad observes of her character: 

Whenever possible Antonia attended her father; 
her recognized devotion weakened the shocking effect 
of her scorn for the rigid conventions regulating 
the life of Spanish-American girlhood. And, in 
truth, she was no longer girlish. It was said that 
she often wrote State papers from her father's dic
tation, and was allowed to read all the books in 
his library. At the receptions—where the situa
tion was saved by the presence of a very decrepit 
old lady (a relation of the Corbelans), quite deaf 
and motionless in an armchair—.Antonia could hold 
her own in a discussion with two or three men at a 
time. Obviously she was not the girl to be content 
with peeping through a barred window at a cloaked 
figure of a lover ensconced in a doorway opposite— 
which is the correct form of Costaguana courtship. 
(Nostromo, p. 150) 

When Decoud is killed, she shocks the conservative women 

of her country further by refusing the veil. Conrad writes: 

"It was expected of her" (Nostromo, p. 478). 
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Obviously* Antonia is Conrad's first completely 

liberated woman, for she is well educated in a man's sense; 

she ignores the conventions of her age; and she shares in

tellectual discourses with men. Conrad was delighted with 

her character and wrote in his Note to Nostromo: 

If anything could induce me to revisit Sulaco 
(I would hate to see all these changes) it would 
be Antonia. And the true reason for that—why not 
be frank about it?--the true reason is that I have 
modelled her on my first love. How we, a band of 
tallish schoolboys, the chums of her two brothers, 
how we used to look up to that girl just out of 
the schoolroom herself, as the standard-bearer of 
a faith to which we all were born but which she 
alone knew how to hold aloft with an unflinching 
hope! She had perhaps more glow and less serenity 
in her soul than Antonia, but she was an uncompromis
ing Puritan of patriotism with no taint of the 
slightest worldliness in her thoughts. I was not 
the only one in love with her; but it was I who had 
to hear oftenest of her scathing criticism of my 
levities—very much like poor Decoud—or stand the 
brunt of her austere, unanswerable invective. She 
did not quite understand—but never mind. (Nostromo, 
pp. xiii-xiv) 

Antonia was honest to herself and to society without the 

slightest trace of hypocrisy or prudishness; and for that 

reason, she develops further as one of Conrad's noble women. 

The other two significant women of Nostromo show 

qualities of both Mrs. Gould and Antonia. They are daugh

ters of old Viola, a lighthouse keeper. Linda has been 

promised to Nostromo; but he finds her younger sister, 

Giselle, the more interesting. The tragic love conflict 

between the two sisters makes them act with vividness of 

character. The girls have been trained to accept "a 
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woman's place" in their country; but like Antonia, they 

also feel a certain freedom of life, love, and emotion. 

After Nostromo's death the Viola girls become lonely 

women as Mrs. Gould was lonely and as Antonia was lonely 

after Decoud's death. Adam Gillon, in The Eternal Solitary, 

writes: ". . . almost all Conrad's women are lonely and 

miserable. One wonders whether this is so because of the 

'woman's belief that there is nothing in the world but love— 

the everlasting thing' [footnoted to An Outcast of the Is-
4 

lands, p. 334]." Perhaps the theme of love is part of 

their loneliness; but as Conrad began to treat women char

acters in more detail, he had to involve feminine emotions 

of love, fear, joy, and remorse in his works; and in doing 

this, he was giving his women some of the realistic, human 

qualities he had so frequently given to his men. 

After Conrad finished Nostromo, an exceptionally 

long work, he began working on a series of short stories. 

During the year 1905, he composed "The Brute," "Caspar 

Ruiz," "An Anarchist," and "The Informer." His first 1905 

composition, "The Brute," seems almost over-filled with 

women. The tale appears to be more like a ship's diary than 

a short story. Mrs. Blank, a barmaid, is exemplified by 

her very name. She is so blandly treated that it is some

times difficult to determine whether the narrator is 

^Adam Gillon, The Eternal Solitary (New York: Book
man Associates, Inc., 1960), p. 78. 



65 

talking about her or a feminine personification of a ship. 

A second woman character in "The Brute," Mrs. Col

chester, is next brought into the conversation of the seamen 

who are recounting the awesome days of the cursed ship called 

the Aspe Family. Old Colchester had been one of the offi

cers of the ship; and he had, contrary to good nineteenth-

century nautical sense, taken his wife aboard. She was, how

ever, an exceptional woman in a harsh, feminist way. One 

of the seamen says of her: 

"I daresay he [Colchester] would have chucked her, 
only—it may surprise you—his missus wouldn't hear 
of it. Funny, eh? But with women, you never know 
how they will take a thing, and Mrs. Colchester, 
with her moustaches and big eyebrows, set up for 
being as strong-minded as they make them. She used 
to walk about in a brown silk dress, with a great 
gold cable flopping about her bosom. You should 
have heard her snapping out: 'RubbishI' or 'Stuff 
and nonsense!'" (A Set of Six, pp. 107-108) 

Obviously, Mrs. Colchester is one of Conrad's rough, femin

ist women. For fear that he has not made her appear coarse 

enough, he goes on to say that she had a "hoarse laugh" 

and "ugly false teeth" (A Set of Six, p. 108). 

A third woman in "The Brute," Maggie Colchester, 

was old Colchester's niece. Like most of Conrad's favorably 

treated women, Maggie "had a beautiful colour, and a deuce 

of a lot of hair" (A Set of Six, p. 119). The narrator's 

brother, Charley, had fallen in love with Maggie; and the 

narrator is careful to describe Maggie as the opposite of 

Mrs. Colchester. He tells his listeners about Maggie: 
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"She didn't care a rap for wind, or rain, or spray, 
or sun, or green seas, or anything. She was a blue-
eyed, jolly girl of the very best sort, but the way 
she cheeked my big brother used to frighten me." 
(A Set of Six, p. 119) 

Conrad is carefully laying the foundation for a tragic end

ing to the story, and his purpose is achieved through the 

discussion of his women characters. Heretofore, he has 

been reluctant to hinge so much of his plot on feminine 

roles. The awesome Aspe Family had met its match with Mrs. 

Colchester, but Maggie was an easy prey for the ship. The 

anchor of the Aspe Family 

" . . . [ellipsis mine] caught Maggie round the waist, 
seemed to clasp her close with a dreadful hug, and 
flung itself with her over and down in a terrific 
clang of iron . . . [ellipsis mine]." (A Set of Six, 
p. 124) 

The narrator hastened to add that he "'used to dream for 

years afterwards of anchors catching hold of girls'" (A 

Set of Six, p. 124). Old Colchester resigned, and a new 

pilot was appointed. 

With the new appointment, a man named Wilmot, a 

fourth woman is introduced. Conrad writes of her as he 

comments upon Wilmot: 

"He was the man for it, but even he, perhaps, couldn't 
have done the trick without the green-eyed governess, 
or nurse, or whatever she was to the children of Mr. 
and Mrs. Pamphilius." (A Set of Six, p. 127) 

The Pamphilius family were guests aboard the Aspe Family; 

and their governess, strolling in her dressing-gown, soon 

distracted the new Chief Officer Wilmot. In a moment of 
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passion, Wilmot forgot his compass readings, and allowed 

the Aspe Family to run ashore and crash into a rock-bound 

coast. The narrator of the story concluded his yarn about 

the Aspe Family with one last observation: 

"Her time had come—the hour, the man, the black 
night, the treacherous gust of wind—the right 
woman to put an end to her. The brute deserved 
nothing better. Strange are the instruments of 
Providence. There's a sort of poetical justice—." 
(A Set of Six, p. 130) 

Conrad's delineation of feminine roles in "The 

Brute" reveals several innovative techniques which he would 

continue to use. The most obvious technique was his de

velopment of the harsh, feminist-type of woman like Mrs. 

Colchester and the governess. Miss Blank, the barmaid was 

little more than an object resembling furniture or a part 

of the fixtures; Maggie was all woman, and too soft for the 

hard, masculine world. The sea had no place for the real 

woman, and Conrad was hardly ready to portray a truly soft 

feminine role. He had done well with his delineation of 

savage women, and his next progression of feminine delinea

tions was the mannish woman. 

During the same year, 1905, Conrad wrote "Caspar 

Ruiz," his second short story of the period. He again 

created a woman of steel with all the characteristics a 

man might possess. The hero of the story, Caspar Ruiz, 

"had no children" and "had never been in love" (A Set of 

Six, p. 19). Conrad goes on to add: 
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He had hardly ever spoken to a woman beyond his 
mother and the ancient negress of the household, 
v^ose wrinkled skin was the colour of cinders, 
whose lean body was bent double from age. (A.Set 
of Six, p. 19) 

Two political groups, the Royalists and the Patriots, 

had been at war for some time, and Caspar Ruiz had been 

drafted by the Patriots. Through a mistake, however, he 

had been charged with treason and sentenced to death. Be

cause of his excessive strength and his will to live, he 

had survived the firing line with only a wound. It is at 

that point in the story that Conrad introduces the heroine, 

a Royalist's daughter named Dona Erminia. The narrator of 

the story, a Patriot in sympathy with Caspar Ruiz, intro

duces the discussion of Dona Erminia in a general way: 

"A military man in war time should never consider 
himself off duty; and especially so if the war is 
a revolutionary war, when the enemy is not at the 
door, but within your very house. At such times 
the heat of passionate convictions passing into 
hatred, removes the restraints of honour and human
ity from many men and of delicacy and fear from 
some women. These last, when once they throw off 
the timidity and reserve of their sex, become by 
the vivacity of their intelligence and the vio
lence of their merciless resentment more dangerous 
than so many armed giants." (A Set of Six, p. 24) 

With these words, Conrad has outlined his entire story. 

Through careful planning. Dona Erminia is able to serve as 

the brains for a physically powerful man. She can and does 

direct his every action with little more than a simple look. 

The story which is being told has taken place many 

years earlier; and one of the listeners, an old general. 
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adds his comment about women and DorTa Erminia: 

"They can do an infinite deal of mischief sometimes 
in quite unexpected ways. For who could have 
imagined that a young girl, daughter of a ruined 
Royalist whose life was held only by the contempt 
of his enemies, would have had the power to bring 
death and devastation upon two flourishing provinces 
and cause serious anxiety to the leaders of the revo
lution in the very hour of its success!" (A Set of 
Six, p. 25) 

Conrad carefully unfolds the story by making his comments 

about women a little more specific each time he has one of 

the narrators (often the old general) recall a memory or 

make a comment. The whole story is hinged on the famous 

Do^a Erminia. Conrad applies both the fable-like theme of 

the princess and the pauper and the hate-love theme in the 

following speech of the general: 

"The tale of a king who took a beggar-maid for a 
partner of his throne may be pretty enough as we 
men look upon ourselves and upon love. But that 
a young girl, famous for her haughty beauty and, 
only a short time before, the admired of all at 
the balls in the Viceroy's palace, should take by 
the hand a guasso, a common peasant, is intoler
able to our sentiment of women and their love. 
It is madness. Nevertheless it happened. But it 
must be said that in her case it was the madness 
of hate—not of love." (A Set of Six, p. 26) 

After the general comments about women and the fable 

have been introduced, Conrad turns the story toward the spe

cific hero and heroine. Caspar Ruiz has grown to idealize 

the woman: 

Her appearances in the hut brought him relief and 
be'came connected with the feverish dreams of angels 
which visited his couch; for Caspar Ruiz was in
structed in the mysteries of his religion, and had 
even been taught to read and write a little by the 
priest of his village. (A Set of Six, p. 28) 
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Gradually, the woman was winning the physical force and 

strength of Caspar Ruiz. When these elements fused with 

her intelligence and hate, she would be capable of much de

struction. He looked at her with the "awe with which he 

had contemplated in churches the inanimate and powerful 

statues of the saints" (A Set of Six, pp. 29-30). He did 

not see her overweening hate; all Caspar Ruiz saw was her 

strength of mind which he mistakenly interpreted as divine. 

She thinks and plants the seeds of doubt in Caspar Ruiz's 

mind; and he obeys. Although Dona Erminia never hides her 

hate, Caspar Ruiz seems never to see it. She tells him 

that "if she were a man, she would consider no life worth

less which held the possibility of revenge" (A Set of Six, 

p. 30). Here, Conrad gives a woman more intelligence than 

a man. With her mind and his force, a tyrant is born: "She 

crushed him with her glance. The power of her will to be 

understood was so strong that it kindled in him the intelli

gence of unexpressed things" (A Set of Six, p. 31) . 

After an earthquake has destroyed the girl's home 

and her aged parents, Caspar Ruiz and Do^a Erminia marry. 

Her continuing hate and her powerful will constantly drive 

Caspar Ruiz to be a leader against the Patriots. The woman 

is never seen leaving the side of her husband—not even in 

battle. She was his very spirit: 

"It was during these sanguinary skirmishes that 
his wife first began to appear on horseback at his 
right hand. Rendered proud and self-confident by 
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his successes, Ruiz no longer charged at the head 
of his partida, but presumptuously, like a general 
directing the movements of an army, he remained in 
the rear, well mounted and motionless on an eminence, 
sending out his orders. She was seen repeatedly at 
his side, and for a long time was mistaken for a man. 
There was much talk then of a mysterious white-
faced chief, to whom the defeats of our troops were 
ascribed." (A Set of Six, p. 47) 

Dot̂ a Erminia is the powerful force of hate behind the en

tire army, and Conrad carefully describes her mannish pose. 

She was never a direct participator in the battle, nor 

could she have been. Her job was to incite Caspar's driv

ing passion for revenge. Conrad writes: 

"She must have savoured her vengeance to the full 
on that day when she buckled on the sword of Don 
Antonio de Leyva. It never left her side, unless 
she put on her woman's clothes—not that she would 
or could ever use it, but she loved to feel it 
beating upon her thigh as a perpetual reminder and 
symbol of the dishonour to the arms of the Republic." 
(A Set of Six, p. 48) 

Conrad is careful to portray Dolia Erminia as a woman. He 

does not make a warrior out of her, nor does he give her a 

man's physical strength. Her part was to pour "half of her 

vengeful soul into the strong clay of that man, as you may 

pour intoxication, madness, poison into an empty cup" (A 

Set of Six, p. 52). She is Conrad's first really liberated 

Western woman with a mind for hate. 

After a betrayal. Dona Einninia and her infant daugh

ter are captured by the leaders of the Republic. It is at 

that point one can observe the mental (and even physical) . 

strength leaving Caspar Ruiz. The hero's last act of 
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strength takes his own life. The gun mount for a large gun 

is lost, and Caspar Ruiz has the weapon strapped to his 

back so that he can serve as a stand. The intense fire of 

the gun breaks the fortress gates which hold his wife, but 

the event is too much for even the strongest of men. With 

the physical strength of Caspar Ruiz gone. Dona Erminia had 

nothing left to live for. As she was being taken back to 

stand trial, she handed her little daughter to the narrator 

and plunged herself into sharp rocks below a narrow trail 

she and the soldiers were traveling. Santierra, the nar

rator, reared the daughter as his own; and she never chose 

to leave him or to marry. Conrad's treatment of the daugh

ter at the end of the story is typical of most of his early 

women. She is a simple, speechless girl of forty. The 

daughter had none of the qualities of her mother. Conrad 

concluded the story: "'And she is the own daughter of her 

father, the strong man who perished through his own strength: 

the strength of his body, of his simplicity—of his love!'" 

(A Set of Six, p. 70) . 

Conrad often experimented with his short stories, 

and the women characters in them are often far more care

fully delineated than they are in his novels written dur

ing the same period. Undoubtedly, Conrad was trying to 

establish a way to create his novelistic heroines in future 

works such as Victory, Chance, and The Arrow of Gold. 
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Conrad's third short story written in 1905, "An 

Anarchist," has only one woman character. She is obviously 

a woman who can rise to the situation at hand, but she is 

not a Do?fa Erminia. The narrator of the story, the anar

chist, tells how he was involved in a prison break and how 

he watched the warder's wife ring a bell for help: 

"I came up quite close to her from behind. She 
went on without stopping, without looking aside, as 
though she had been all alone on the island. A 
brave woman, monsieur." (A Set of Six, p. 153) 

The anarchist admired the woman for her deed because he was 

opposed to the revolt in the prison. No other woman ap

pears in the story. 

The last of the four 1905 short stories, "The In

former, " has a much more carefully delineated feminine role 

than is found in "An Anarchist." A house on Hermoine Street 

belongs to an adult son and daughter of a government offi

cial, but the children are involved in a plot to overthrow 

the government. The character of the daughter reveals a 

new type of woman for Conrad. She is involved in a revolu

tion, but Conrad seems to take much of the glamour and the 

knowledge of the event away from her. He writes: 

"The girl, a fine figure, was by no means vulgarly 
pretty. To more personal charm than mere youth 
could account for, she added the seductive appear
ance of enthusiasm, of independence, of courageous 
thought. I suppose she put on these appearances 
as she put on her picturesque dresses and for the 
same reason: to assert her individuality at any 
cost. You know, women would go to any length al
most for such a purpose. She went to a great 
length. She had acquired all the appropriate 
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gestures of revolutionary convictions—the ges
tures of pity, of anger, of indignation against 
the anti-humanitarian vices of the social class 
to which she belonged herself. All this sat on 
her striking personality as well as her slightly 
original costumes. Very slightly original; just 
enough to mark a protest against the philistinism 
of the overfed taskmasters of the poor. Just 
enough, and no more. It would not have done to go 
too far in that direction—you understand. But 
she was of age, and nothing stood in the way of her 
offering her house to the revolutionary workers." 
(A Set of Six, pp. 80-81) 

The girl was much more interested in playing a role in life 

than in actually living. Conrad has the narrator of the 

story call her "our young Lady Amateur of anarchism" and 

comment about her "magnificent lot of brown hair done in 

an unusual and becoming style" (A Set of Six, pp. 84-85) . 

While the narrator, Mr. X, was in her presence. Comrade 

Sevrin came in. Conrad wishes to make sure that the reader 

is aware of the shallowness of the girl: 

"She leaned forward in her deep armchair, and took 
her nicely rounded chain in her beautiful white 
hand. He looked attentively into her eyes. It was 
the attitude of love-making, serious, intense, as 
if on the brink of the grave. I suppose she felt 
it necessary to round and complete her assumption 
of advanced ideas, of revolutionary lawlessness, 
by making believe to be in love with an anarchist. 
And this one, I repeat, was extremely presentable, 
notwithstanding his fanatical black-browed aspect. 
After a few stolen glances in their direction, I 
had no doubt that he was in earnest. As to the 
lady, her gestures were unapproachable, better than 
the very thing itself in the blended suggestion of 
dignity, sweetness, condescension, fascination, sur
render, and reserve. She interpreted her conception 
of what that precise sort of love-making should be 
with consummate art. And so far, she, too, no doubt 
was in earnest. Gestures—but so perfect!" (A Set 
of Six, p. 85) 
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Conrad continually makes a fool of the girl. His Mr. X 

decides to get his friends together and raid the house 

under the disguise of policemen. The real anarchists run 

in all directions, but the phony amateur anarchist does 

not know enough to run. Conrad has Mr. X comment: "'And 

that was natural. For all their assumption of independence, 

girls of that class are used to the feeling of being spe

cially protected, as, in fact, they are'" (A Set of Six, 

p. 92) . The end of the story brings the final ironic 

humor into full focus. The anarchist Sevrin was really a 

double-agent and arch-conservative and a member of the 

secret police. All the girl's self-assertion as a liber

ated woman is an embarrassing joke on her. Mr. X concludes 

the tale with her later actions: 

"She went into retirement; then she went to Florence; 
then she went into retreat in a convent. I can't 
tell where she will go next. What does it matter? 
Gestures! Gestures! Mere gestures of her class." 
(A Set of Six, p. 101) 

With these four short stories, "The Brute," Caspar 

Ruiz," "An Anarchist," and "The Informer," Conrad had ex

perimented with more varieties of feminine characters than 

ever before. Conrad's greatest era of sea tales was over. 

He would next write The Mirror of the Sea, a kind of fare

well to his sea years. The stories of 1905 seem to preview 

new interests for the novelist. Various elements found in 

the four short stories repeat themselves in the plots of 

such novels as The Secret Agent, Under Western Eyes, Chance, 
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and Victory. Most important for this study, however, is 

his new interest in feminine characterizations and his ex

perimentation with new types. His powerful Dona Erminia 

may share some of the same virtues of loyalty found in Lena 

of Victory; and the foolish little amateur anarchist of 

"The Informer," and Mrs. Colchester of "The Brute" may both 

be forerunners of the many unfavorably treated feminists in 

later works such as Chance. Certainly, the four short 

stories of 1905 forecast new tangents for Conrad's next 

works. 

The Mirror of the Sea, 1906, followed the four 

stories of 1905; and although Conrad would use his sea ex

periences for the remainder of his works. The Mirror seems 

to be a last farewell to the sea as a major factor in his 

plots. He writes in the Note to the work: 

I have attempted here to lay bare with the unreserve 
of a last hour's confession the terms of my relation 
with the sea, which beginning mysteriously, like any 
great passion the inscrutable Gods send to mortals, 
went on unreasoning and invincible, surviving the 
test of disillusion, defying the disenchantment 
that lurks in every day of a strenuous life: went 
on full of love's delight and love's anguish, facing 
them in open-eyed exultation without bitterness and 
without repining, from the first hour to the last. 
(The Mirror of the Sea, pp. vii-viii) 

The very mention of a physical woman is rare in 

The Mirror of the Sea, for Conrad's ships are the women per

sonified in the work. Women in The Mirror remain on land. 

Conrad visited one of his old captains who had retired, 

and he described the captain's home and wife: 
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And it was all very nice—the large, sunny room; 
his deep easy-chair in a bow window, with pillows 
and a foot-stool; the quiet watchful care of the 
elderly, gentle woman who had borne him five chil
dren, and had not, perhaps lived with him more 
than five full years out of the thirty or so of 
their married life. (The Mirror of the Sea, pp. 
10-11) 

Except for a wife and children at home, land is of little 

real value to a sailor. Conrad has a narrator to exclaim: 

"'Ports are no good—ships rot, men go to the devil!'" 

(The Mirror of the Sea, p. 128). 

If a woman existed for Conrad during his early sea 

years, she was whichever ship he happened to be aboard. 

For the nineteenth-century sailor, a ship was always per

sonified as a virtuous woman. In a sense, a sailor married 

his ship. Conrad cannot conceive of an evil ship or of a 

ship in masculine terms. He notes: 

For that the worst of ships would repent if she 
were ever given time I make no doubt. I have 
known too many of them. No ship is wholly bad; 
and now that their bodies that have braved so many 
tempests have been blown off the face of the sea 
by a puff of steam, the evil and the good together 
into the limbo of things that have served their 
time, there can be no harm in affirming that in 
these vanished generations of willing servants 
there never has been one utterly unredeemable 
soul. (The Mirror of the Sea, pp. 119-120) 

Near the end of The Mirror of the Sea, women begin 

to have to have significant places in the book. It seems 

as if Conrad were consciously trying to bridge his maritime 

years -and idea of woman-as-ship to his land years and idea 

of woman-as-human-being. His episodes in gun-running for 

Don Carlos, the Spanish Pretender, brought Conrad in contact 
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with many women. The group met in Massilia to discuss the 

voyage of the Tremolino, a ship in which Conrad owned an 

interest. Conrad hastens to add in The Mirror: 

Ladies, too, were concerned (I am really afraid I 
am saying too much)—all sorts of ladies, some 
old enough to know better than to put their trust 
in princes, others young and full of illusions. 
(The Mirror of the Sea, p. 160) 

Undoubtedly, the experience with European women gave Con

rad material for delineating feminine roles in his future 

novels and stories, and it seems more than chance that Con

rad should near the end of his sea years by coming in con

tact with a group of women involved in espionage and gun-

running. The most profound of these women was Conrad's un

forgettable Rita. He writes of her: 

One of these last was extremely amusing in the 
imitations, she gave us in confidence, of various 
highly placed personages she was perpetually rush
ing off to Paris to interview in the interests of 
causes—Por el Rey! For she was a Carlist, and of 
Basque blood at that, with something of a lioness 
in the expression of her courageous face (es
pecially when she let her hair down), and with the 
volatile little soul of a sparrow dressed in fine 
Parisian feathers, which had the trick of coming 
off disconcertingly at unexpected moments. (The 
Mirror of the Sea, p. 160) 

After Conrad tells about the Carlists and Rita, he seems 

to feel some guilt about the Tremolino. After all, he had 

been wedded to the sea for a long time. He says of his 

beloved ship: 

Well, now, I have really let out too much (as 
I feared I should in the end) as to the usual con
tents of my sea-cradle. But let it stand. And if 
anybody remarks cynically that I must have been a 
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promising infant in those days, let that stand, 
too. I am concerned but for the good name of the 
Tremolino, and I affirm that a ship is ever guilt
less of sins, transgressions, and follies of her 
men. (The Mirror of the Sea, p. 161) 

Although Conrad claimed to fear that he had told too much, 

he really had already made his break completely with the 

sea by 1906, and he was finally able to put his farewell 

into the words which make up The Mirror of the Sea. 

Conrad next turned his energies toward the writing 

of The Secret Agent, late in 1906. The conflicts in the 

novel are numerous. Verloc is a double agent, and thus he 

is in constant conflict with himself and his superiors. 

To lighten the burden of pressure from his shoulders, Ver

loc persuades his young brother-in-law to help him blow up 

the Greenwich Observatory. Stevie stumbles and the bomb 

evaporates him. Verloc's wife eventually learns that her 

brother, her dearest possession, has been killed, and she 

avenges his death by killing Verloc with a carving knife. 

As the story nears its end, the process of dissolution be

comes more and more chaotic. Verloc's wife seeks safety 

by running away from London with a certain Comrade Ossipon, 

one of her husband's associates, who deserts her as soon 

as he relieves her of her money. In the final climax, per

haps Conrad's greatest tour de force, Verloc's wife commits 

suicide. The novel is filled with characters who cannot 

fully communicate with one another. No two characters ever 

really come to know one another. 
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The Secret Agent has many of the same feminine 

problems that are prevalent in Nostromo; but Winnie, un

like Mrs. Gould who is never forced to act against her 

husband, seeks revenge for her brother's death and kills 

Verloc. Winnie's social life has been completely inactive. 

Conrad writes of Verloc: "He never offered to take Winnie 

to the theatres, as such a nice gentleman ought to have 

done" (The Secret Agent, p. 7). His marriage to Winnie 

had been for political reasons: he needed a cover for his 

job as a secret agent, and Winnie was a perfect front for 

his business. R. W. Stallman writes: 

It wasn't out of love for Winnie that he transported 
her and her impotent mother and imbecile brother 
from their Belgravian house to Soho, where he set 
up the shop with money supplied by Winnie. He 
gathered that trio and their furniture "to his 
broad, good-natured breast" so as to provide him
self thereby a protective mask.^ 

Winnie's isolation looms high just after she has killed 

Verloc. She needs human solidarity, but there is no one 

because she has no social acquaintances. Conrad writes: 

It was true. It was so true that, in a sudden long
ing to see some friendly face, she could think of 
no one else but Mrs. Neale, the charwoman. She had 
no acquaintances of her own. (The Secret Agent, p. 
269) 

Not only had Verloc kept Winnie from social ac

quaintances, but he had refused to share his life and work 

^R. W. Stallman, The Art of Joseph Conrad: A Criti
cal Symposium (East Lansing: Michigan State University 
Press, 1960), pp. 242-243. 
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with her. It is too late for him to talk with her after 

Stevie's death. Winnie is not interested in doing so. 

Verloc justifies his fonner silence to his wife just after 

she learns of the death of her brother: 

"What was the good of telling you that I stood the 
risk of having a knife stuck into me any time these 
seven years we've been married? I am not a chap 
to worry a woman that's fond of me. You had no busi
ness to know." (The Secret Agent, p. 238) 

Winnie's reluctance to respond to Verloc's reason for se

crecy forces him to share his business with a woman (namely 

his wife), but again it is too late:. 

For the first time in his life he was taking that 
incurious woman into his confidence. The singu
larity of the event, the force and importance of 
the personal feelings aroused in the course of this 
confusion, drove Stevie's fate clean out of Mr. 
Verloc's mind. The boy's stuttering existence of 
fears and indignations, together with the violence 
of his end, had passed out of Mr. Verloc's mental 
sight for a time. For that reason, when he looked 
up he was startled by the inappropriate character 
of his wife's stare. (The Secret Agent, pp. 239-240) 

There could be no reunion of the marriage since Winnie's 

one reason for marrying Verloc had been for the good of 

her aged mother and Stevie. But the mother had moved, and 

Stevie was dead. The development of love and marriage they 

might have had could not exist because of the lack of com

munication. As Osborn Andreas contends: 

Loss of power to communicate effectively with 
his wife Winnie, or even to make himself partially 
comprehensible to her, was the penalty Verloc suf
fered for his lifelong self-indulgence in the con
ceit of secrecy. He has unwittingly dug such a 
deep gulf between himself and her and thereby 
created such a great distance between their minds 
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that even his supreme and ultimate effort to 
bridge it could but fail.^ 

Winnie must act and act quickly, she sticks the 

knife into the resting Verloc. Immediately the irony of 

the novel builds: Winnie has rid herself of Verloc, but 

the real freedom she seeks is now impossible. Conrad 

tightens the irony near the end in the way he describes 

Mrs. Verloc: 

Mrs. Verloc was a free woman. She had thrown open 
the window of the bedroom either with the inten
tion of screaming Murder! Help! or of throwing her
self out. For she did not exactly know what use 
to make of her freedom. (The Secret Agent, p. 254) 

Numerous passages throughout the rest of the novel refer 

to Winnie as the "free woman," and Conrad uses an oxymoron 

to emphasize that freedom: "She was giddy but calm. She 

had become a free woman . . . [ellipsis mine] (The Secret 

Agent, p. 263) . But the whole topic of freedom is ironic. 

Winnie has acted as Mrs. Gould had not, but she does not 

act individually for long. She must again seek the serv

ice of a man to help her, but he soon proves to be as worth

less for her as was Verloc. Richard Curie writes: "But 

as she gained her freedom, so did she lose her grip on rea

son. " 

Osborn Andreas, Joseph Conrad: A Study in Non-
Conformity (New York: Philosophical Library, 1959), p. 
105. • 

7 
Curie, op. cit., p. 123. 
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Soon after Conrad finished The Secret Agent, he 

wrote the fifth short story to be included in A Set of Six 

and called it "The Duel," 1907. With The Secret Agent, 

Conrad had delineated Winnie to be so liberated from Vic

torian restraints that she could kill her husband; but 

Conrad had ended her life and his novel at that point. His 

short stories reveal women as being far better delineated 

than women in comparable roles in his novels. With "The 

Duel," however, the women characters are not nearly so 

important as the men. One reason for the shift back to 

the masculine world may be directly related to Conrad's 

subject matter. With "The Duel," Conrad was, for the first 

time, writing a historical short story. It seems that each 

time he attempted a new style of writing or a new theme, 

he returned to the masculine world for his characters in 

the new experience; that is not to say, however, that he 

left women out completely. In "The Duel," two officers, 

Feraud and D'Hubert, are the central characters; and it is 

between the two men that a series of duels occur during a 

period of several years. The women who appear seem inci

dental to the plot. 

The first woman to be introduced in "The Duel" is 

Lieutenant Feraud's maid who is described as having a 

"fresl; complexion" and long eyelashes, lowered demurely at 

the sight of the tall officer" (A Set of Six, p. 166). The 

maid is an uninteresting character since Conrad makes her 
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just one more of the many screaming Victorian women. Her 

stereotyped qualities are best seen in phrases describing 

her "screams of horror," "her eyes blazed with crazy bold

ness," and her hastily-made speeches to D'Hubert (A Set of 

Six, p. 182) . 

A second woman in "The Duel" is described as having 

much the same superficiality as the maid. Conrad writes: 

Madame de Lionne was the wife of a high official who 
had a well-known salon and some pretensions of sen
sibility and elegance. The husband was a civilian, 
and old; but the society of the salon was young and 
military. (A Set of Six, p. 169) 

The woman, her house, and her social life are all described 

in terms of superficialities also: 

Madame de Lionne's house had an excellent appear
ance. A man in livery, opening the door of a large 
drawing-room with a waxed floor, shouted his name 
and stood aside to let him pass. It was a reception 
day. The ladies wore big hats surcharged with a 
profusion of feathers; their bodies sheathed in cling
ing white gowns, from the armpits to the tips of the 
low satin shoes, looked sylph-like and cool in a 
great display of bare necks and arms. (A Set of Six, 
p. 171) 

Conrad goes on to write about the reception: 

Madame de Lionne, a woman of eclectic taste, smiled 
upon these armed young men with impartial sensi
bility and an equal share of interest. Madame de 
Lionne took her delight in the infinite variety of 
human species. All the other eyes in the drawing-
room followed the departing officers; and when they 
had gone out one or two men, who had already heard 
of the duel, imparted the information to the sylph
like ladies, who received it with faint shrieks of 
humane concern. (A Set of Six, p. 173) 

The women characters in "The Duel" are as artifi

cially treated as any Conrad had treated in his earlier works 
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The maid is artificially treated, but she is no more arti

ficial than the more important Madame de Lionne. Even 

though the feminine roles in "The Duel" are inferior to 

the masculine ones, there is some justification for Con

rad's superficial treatment of women. The main interest 

of the story is the ever-present threat of another duel. 

To Conrad, such a threat would concern only the masculine 

world. The story is not one written primarily for or 

about women. Nevertheless, since Conrad chose to include 

the feminine roles in the short story, he might have treated 

them with more carefully delineated lines. Instead of hav

ing Madame de Lionne and her friends discuss the duel, Con

rad simply has the discussion dropped: 

But in truth the subject [dueling] bored Madame de 
Lionne, since her personality could by no stretch 
of reckless gossip be connected with this affair. 
And it irritated her to hear it advanced that there 
might have been some woman in the case. This irri
tation arose, not from her elegance or sensibility, 
but from a more instinctive side of her nature. It 
became so great at last that she peremptorily for
bade the subject to be mentioned under her roof. 
(A Set of Six, p. 190) 

Conrad does not go on to describe what the "more instinc

tive side of her nature" might have been. He simply uses 

the excuse to keep from going into a detailed inner con

flict Madame de Lionne might have been capable of. 

The third woman in "The Duel" meets and falls in 

love with D'Hubert several years after the short story be

gins. Adele, much like Conrad's other women characters in 
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the story, is described with stock images and more espe

cially the images of complexion and hair: 

She had a quiet and luminous forehead. Her violet 
eyes laughed while the lines of her lips and chin 
remained composed in admirable gravity. All this 
was set off by such a glorious mass of fair hair, 
by a complexion so marvellous, by such a grace of 
expression, that General D'Hubert really never 
found the opportunity to examine with sufficient 
detachment the lofty exigencies of his pride. (A 
Set of Six, p. 235) 

After the last duel has been fought, Adele and D'Hubert's 

sister are not sure who has won. Both women go to D'Hubert's 

rooms. Conrad again uses the same stock images: 

She [his sister] stood for a moment with her hair 
hanging down and her arms raised straight up above 
her head, and then flung herself with a stifled 
cry into his arms. He returned her embrace, try
ing at the same time to disengage himself from it. 
The other woman had not risen. She seemed, on the 
contrary, to cling closer to the divan, hiding 
her face in the cushions. Her hair was also loose; 
it was admirably fair. General D'Hubert recog
nized it with staggering emotion. Mademoiselle 
de Valmassigue! Adele! In distress! (A Set of 
Six, p. 260) 

After the meeting of D'Hubert with his sister and 

Adele, a night meeting in his own rooms, it would be most 

important for him to marry Adele. Their meeting without 

another lady from the house of Adele would constitute an 

impropriety. The couple soon marry, and Adele finds out.the 

long-kept secret which has brought about so many duels: 

Later on, when the married couple came on a 
visit to the mother of the bride, Madame la G^n^rale 
D'Hubert communicated to her beloved old uncle the 
true story she had obtained without any difficulty 
from her husband. (A Set of Six, p. 264) 
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Although Conrad has used several stock images and although 

he has created women characters who are not exceptionally 

interesting, he gives Adele, his last feminine creation in 

the short story, the ability to get a man to tell her the 

secret that he has kept for so many years. 

Soon after Conrad finished "The Duel," he wrote 

"II Conde," a short story with only a mere reference to 

a woman. II Conde had a married daughter (whom Conrad left 

unnamed) whom he had visited in the Alps. Other than the 

one reference, there are no other women in the story. With 

the exception of a few women like Winnie in The Secret Agent, 

Conrad had jumped from jungle stories to stories with plots 

developing some aspect of the historical past. Winnie was 

his last really significant woman character until he wrote 

Under Western Eyes. The second of Conrad's autobiographical 

works, A Personal Record (1908), deals mainly with the memo

ries of a seaman while he was in a man's world. When Con

rad finished A Personal Record, he wrote one more sea story 

called "The Secret Sharer" (1909). It was much like the 

1907 and 1908 works in that Conrad included no significant 

women characters in the short story. 

Conrad's experimentation with more involved feminine 

characters in his A Set of Six collection of short stories 

may well have formed the foundation for his involved feminine 

characters in Under Western Eyes. Avrom Fleishman writes of 

Under Western Eyes: "After this novel, published in 1911, 
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Conrad embarked on the commercially successful stage of 

his career, later returning to Polish themes only at the 

8 

remove of historical perspective." The novel marks a 

turning point for Conrad not only from the standpoint of 

the development of his women characters, but from the 

standpoint of commercial success as well. Conrad, so acutely 

aware of the changes taking place in the twentieth century, 

must have felt himself making changes, too. Social change, 

one of the major innovations of the new century, was often 

of prime interest to Conrad. Fleishman continues: 
That Conrad was willing to acknowledge the neces

sity of social change—even by the "short-cut" of 
revolution (as he calls it in "Autocracy and War")— 
may be discovered repeatedly throughout his work. 
That he was able to formulate his views of states 
and revolutions in ways more subtle than his occa
sional anathemas would indicate is nowhere more 
evident than in Under Western Eyes. 

With the novel Under Western Eyes came the creation 

of women characters who were involved in revolutions of a 

man's world and of women capable of both action and reason. 

The most important woman, Natalia, does not volunteer for 

her role, however. Circumstances force her into it; but 

she can cope with whatever comes, for she has the mental 

and physical strength of Conrad's men. Her brother has been 

killed for his revolutionary actions in Russia, and Natalia 

g 
Avrom Fleishman, Conrad's Politics: Community and 

Anarchy in the Fiction of Joseph Conrad (Baltimore: The 
Johns Hopkins Press, 1967), p. 217. 

^Ibid., p. 238. 



89 

is identified with him. Peter Ivanovitch muses of Nata

lia: 

"The sister of Victor Haldin cannot be without im
portance. . . . It's simply impossible. And no 
woman can remain sitting on the steps. Flowers, 
tears, applause—that had had its time; it's a 
mediaeval conception. The arena, the arena itself 
is the place for women!" (Under Western Eyes, p. 
131) 

Conrad is careful to lay the foundation for Natalia 

to rise to her position. He seems to justify her actions; 

and for fear that she would not be considered realistic, 

he wrote in the Note to his book about the language teacher 

who serves as Narrator: 

In my desire to produce the effect of actuality it 
seemed to me indispensable to have an eye-witness 
of the transactions in Geneva. I needed also a 
sympathetic friend for Miss Haldin, who otherwise 
would have been too much alone and unsupported to 
be perfectly credible. She would have had no one 
to whom she could give a glimpse of her idealistic 
faith, of her heart, and of her simple emotions. 
(Under Western Eyes, p. ix) 

In laying his foundation, Conrad has the old revolutionist 

write about women: "'The greatest part of our hopes rests 

on women'" (Under Western Eyes, p. 119). Natalia's mother 

points out the same freedom by saying her daughter "simply 

thirsted after knowledge"; and Natalia is first described 

as giving "the impression of strong vitality" (Under Western 

Eyes, pp. 101-102). 

Morton Zabel points out that Conrad changed the plot 

in numerous places in his early manuscripts. The original 

seems frequently to have been melodramatic. Razumov, who 
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killed Natalia's brother, marries Natalia. They have a 

child who resembles Natalia's dead brother. This chain of 
10 

events ultimately brings about the death of Razumov. 

Such an ending would have destroyed Natalia's strength as 

a woman in that it would have taken away her freedom to act. 

In the final draft, Razumov confesses the murder of Haldin 

to Natalia, with whom he has fallen in love; and had the 

possibility of a courtship existed before, it was over now. 

Following his confession, he is deafened from a beating by 

a revolutionist and then struck by a tram car which he could 

not hear. His future is dim, but in this way, Conrad re

moves the element of melodrama from his original ending. 

Conrad's changes, for whatever reason he may have made them, 

certainly fit into the evolutionary development of his 

women characters; for Natalia is a liberated woman like 

Winnie, yet she has the resonance of reason Mrs. Gould of

ten had--a combination which produced a woman both liberated 

and reasonable despite the universal disorder in early 

twentieth-century Europe. 

As has been pointed out, Natalia is a character 

whom Conrad attempted to treat with some depth. She is 

a revolutionary and a kind of superwoman. Fleishman ob

serves: 

^^Joseph Conrad, Under Western Eyes, Introd. Morton 
Zabel (Garden City: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1963), pp. 
xxxviii-xxxix. 
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There are, undoubtedly, strong elements of 
mystical populism and political n^ivet^ in 
Natalia's faith, and Conrad might have consid
ered her, at another point in his career, as one 
of those women who live by illusion and ought to 
be maintained in it. Yet her revolutionary faith 
is expressed too winningly for us to feel that 
Conrad is merely indulging her.̂ -̂  

A second element of the superwoman image in Under Western 

Eyes may be seen when Razumov falls in love with Natalia. 

Conrad cannot yet handle a passionate love scene. The 

affair between Natalia and Razumov is one more example of 

the author's failure to create a deeper love between his 

masculine and feminine European characters. Nevertheless, 

he is, through a very gradual process, coming closer and 

closer to a sincere love scene than ever before. Walter 

F. Wright clearly states how Conrad avoided a love scene 

in Under Western Eyes: 

The love itself is inspired by his dread of moral 
isolation. Life has become untenable in solitude 
of spirit. Though Conrad spoke disparagingly of 
Dostoevski, the means of atonement which Razumov 
finds is not unlike that in Crime and Punishment. 
Razumov must confess to Miss Haldin not from pity 
or a sense of fairness, but from the impulsion to 
expiate for his guilt. It is the phantom, that 
is, the subconscious apprehension, that has brought 
the confession.-'-2 

Two other significant women, Sophia and Tekla, ap

pear in Under Western Eyes. Sophia was a revolutionary. 

Fleishman, op. cit., p. 239. 

^^Walter F. Wright, Romance and Tragedy in Joseph 
Conrad (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1949), p. 
100. 
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and her influence on Razumov is startling. Conrad's Polish 

background had led him to fear and mistrust the Russian 

people, and his heritage undoubtedly influenced the novel. 

He often associates diabolism with the actions of the strong 

Russian characters; but Fleishman contends that Sophia 

Antonovna, though Russian, is not devil-like since she is 

opposing the evil forces in Russia: 

It may well have been the diabolism in the works of 
Dostoevsky, as in The Possessed (The Devils, as it 
has also been translated), which provoked Conrad to 
demythologize the Russian infatuation with the devil. 
When Razumov first meets Sophia Antonovna, her eyes 
and facial expression impresses him as Mephistophe-
lian, but when the English narrator meets her, 
Razumov's impression is given a subtler interpreta
tion: "I was struck then by the quaint Mephistophe-
lian character of her inquiring glance, because it 
was so curiously evil-less, so—I may say—Undevil-
ish."13 

It is Sophia who ultimately leads Razumov to join the camp 

of the revolutionaries. Razumov is gradually brought to 

understand the revolutionaries, and it is the careful plan

ning of Sophia who wins him over. Fleishman further argues 

that Razumov eventually begins to view Sophia as a personal

ity and supports his thesis with the following passage: 

Razumov looked at her white hair: and this mark 
of so many uneasy years seemed nothing but a testi
mony to the invincible vigour of revolt. It threw 
out into an astonishing relief the unwrinkled face, 
the brilliant black glance, the upright compact 
figure, the simple, brisk self-possession of the 
mature personality—as though in her revolutionary 
pilgrimage she had discovered the secret, not of 

13 
Fleishman, op. cit., pp. 224-225. 
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everlasting youth, but of everlasting endurance. 
(Under Western Eyes, pp. 263-264) 

Sophia is undoubtedly one of Conrad's most intelligent 

women. She is not necessarily an attractive personality, 

but she has a supreme power of reason. 

Tekla, the last of the significant women in Under 

Western Eyes, is particularly interesting since Conrad 

gives her the same name as one of his childhood sweethearts 

Meyer contends that Conrad was undergoing "haunting objects 

14 of nostalgic longings in later life." Meyer writes: 

That such nostalgic longings permeated the crea
tion of Under Western Eyes gains further support 
from a few details in the story which, despite his 
declared effort to detach himself from "personal 
memories," contain suggestive echoes of Conrad's 
distant past. It is noteworthy, for example, that 
he gave the name Tekla to the "Samaritan" who res
cues the stricken Razumov, for a girl by that name 
played a role of some importance in Conrad's ado
lescent years. 

Conrad generally wrote from personal experience, and his 

use of a childhood personality would not seem unusual. It 

is significant, however, that as Conrad moved toward short 

stories and novels with important feminine roles, he chose 

to include the women types which were based on actual per

sons. He was yet unable to comprehend the British woman 

and her moods; he still had to draw his feminine patterns 

Bernard C. Meyer. Joseph Conrad: A Psychoanalytic 
Biography (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1967), 
p. 215. 

Ibid. 
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from his own storehouse. If Meyer is correct in assuming 

that the actual Tekla and the fictional Tekla are one and 

the same, then Conrad was merely doing what he had done 

in his other literary works: he was taking an actual per

son, improving her in his mind, and turning the actual ex

perience into an artistic one. 

After Conrad finished Under Western Eyes, he again 

turned to writing a series of short stories which would 

serve as experimental exercises before he attempted Chance, 

his next novel. Alice of "A Smile of Fortune," written in 

1910, resembles Flora in the not-yet-written Chance. Alice 

had suffered because of the guilt of her parents. Her 

mother had been a circus woman who had run away, leaving 

her husband a child to care for. As a result, Alice for 

years is kept shut in a house with a very distasteful 

governess whom Conrad describes as having "a mop of iron-

gray hair . . . [ellipsis mine] parted on the side like a 

man's" ('Twixt Land and Sea, p. 55). Alice falls in love 

(as best she can) with a seaman who never returns. The 

story ends rather abruptly. 

Freya's destiny, in "Freya of the Seven Isles," is 

much the same as Alice's. Her lover's ship, the one which 

provides her hope for escaping from a possessive father, 

is washed onto a reef. Both lovers pine their lives away, 

separated for life. The story so strongly expressed the 

love between a man and a woman that an American wrote Conrad 
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complaining about the ending. Conrad commented on the com

plaint: 

I remember one [letter] from a man in America who 
was quite furiously angry. He told me with curses 
and imprecations that I had no right to write such 
an abominable thing which, he said had gratuitously 
and intolerably harrowed his feelings. ('Twixt Land 
and Sea, pp. ix-x) 

Conrad seems to have been proud of the letter. It certainly 

told him that his characters, both men and women now, were 

realistic enough to give vicarious experiences to his read

ers. He had moved emotion in an American, and perhaps many 

other people. 

Freya exerts freedoms not previously experienced 

by Conrad's women. She uses "Damn" ('Twixt Land and Sea, 

p. 153), the first profanity or slang a woman uses in his 

works. Her lingo is very much of the early twentieth cen

tury. The man who wants to take her away is hasty, but 

Freya is "sensible." Conrad writes: "She stole back along 

the passage to the east verandah, where Jasper was sitting 

quietly in the dark, doing what he was told, like a good 

boy" ('Twixt Land and Sea, pp. 187-188). He had asked her 

to go away with him and then threatened to take her: 

"'You are mad kid,' she said tremulously. Then with a 

change of tone: 'No one could carry me off. Not even you. 

I am not the sort of girl that gets carried off" ('Twixt 

Land and Sea, p. 189) . Thus, both her language and her in

dependence make her appear liberated. 
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Although there is some doubt as to the date Conrad 

wrote "Prince Roman," it is believed to be his only work 

completed during 1911, one of his most unproductive years. 

This short story is another of Conrad's many works with 

mere allusions to women. Prince Roman, an old man, has 

spent many years in a Northern Russian prison camp. In his 

youth, he had married and begun what appeared to be a happy 

life: 

"It was in 1828; the 19th Century was young yet and 
the Prince was even younger than the century, but I 
don't know exactly by how much. In any case his was 
an early marriage. It was an ideal alliance from 
every point of view. The girl was young and beauti
ful, an orphan heiress of a great name and of a great 
fortune. The Prince, then an officer in the Guards 
and distinguished amongst his fellows by something 
reserved and reflective in his character, had fallen 
headlong in love with her beauty, her chajnn, and the 
serious qualities of her mind and heart. He was a 
rather silent young man; but his glances, his bear
ing, his whole person expressed his absolute devo
tion to the woman of his choice, a devotion which she 
returned in her own frank and fascinating manner." 
(Tales of Hearsay, pp. 30-31) 

As Conrad writes: "'The flame of this pure young 

passion promised to burn for ever . . . [ellipsis mine]" 

(Tales of Hearsay, p. 31); but Prince Roman's wife died 

leaving a little daughter. Roman then joined a Polish mili

tary order, was captured and sent to Siberia, and was fi

nally freed to live on an estate with his grown daughter. 

She had inherited all the family property, married a Polish 

Austrian grand seigneur, and moved in the highest of Euro

pean aristocracy; and Prince Roman settled "down on one of 

her estates, not the one with the palatial residence but 
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another where there was a modest little house, saw very 

little of her" (Tales of Hearsay, p. 54). 

Although "Prince Roman" exhibits only the masculine 

point of view and masculine speeches, Conrad must have been 

thinking about women characters when he wrote the story. 

Chance, his novel finished in March, 1912, contains several 

types of women who speak, think, and act for themselves. 

Flora, a woman much like Natalia of Under Western Eyes, 

rises to meet the occasion at the end of the novel; but her 

struggle is even more acute than Natalia's. In contrast 

with Flora, Mrs. Fyne and the governess (Conrad's two other 

women in Chance) are extremes of the feminine types of the 

nineteenth century. Perhaps Conrad is pointing out the 

mean between the two with such characters as Natalia and 

Flora. Leo Gurko writes of Flora: 

We observe that she is always victimized by women. 
The governess humiliates her; later, she is re
jected by an elderly widow who finds her insuffi
ciently cheerful; but female relatives, who take 
her in after her father's imprisonment, greet her 
with sneers, taunts, and scoldings, and reduce her 
to tears with their aggressive, mean-spirited vul
garity; she is employed in a German household, but 
is driven out by the wife, who is jealous of her 
husband's lecherous attraction to Flora. At last, 
when she takes refuge with the Fynes, it is Mrs. 
Fyne who poisons the start of her marriage with 
Anthony. •'•̂  

With all of these hardships and the unfortunate childhood. 

Flora finds love. She tells Anthony what the governess has 

^^Leo Gurko, Giant in Exile (New York: MacMillan 
Company, 1962), pp. 203-204. 
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implanted in her early life: "'I was told once nobody 

could care for me; and I think it is true. At any rate I 

can't forget it'" (chance, p. 232). Nevertheless, Anthony 

sees the real Flora, and it is Anthony who helps Flora be

come a mature woman with confidence. Anthony is lonely as 

Flora is lonely: 

"'Whatever your troubles,' he [Anthony] said, 
'I am the man to take you away from them; that is, 
if you are not afraid. You told me you had no 
friends. Neither have I. Nobody ever cared for me 
as far as I can remember. Perhaps you could. Yes, 
I live on the sea. But who would you be parting 
from? No one. You have no one belonging to you.'" 
(Chance, p. 224) 

Flora and Anthony are two lonely people who need each other 

just as Lena and Heyst will need each other in Victory. 

Conrad is moving toward the creation of British women for 

his feminine characterizations; but almost always, the women 

are lonely misfits. 

Anthony openly declares his love for Flora, but she 

can hardly believe it to be possible: 

He said to her severely: 

"'You have understood?' 
She looked at him in silence. 

"'That I love you,' he finished. 
She shook her head the least bit. 

"'Don't you believe me?' he asked in a low, 
infuriated voice. 

"'Nobody would love me,' she answered in a very 
qu'iet tone. 'Nobody could.' 
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"He was dumb for a time, astonished beyond 
measure as he well might have been. He doubted his 
ears. He was outraged." (Chance, p. 225)^^ 

The discussion between Flora and Anthony is significant in 

that it is Conrad's first sustained dialogue which ap

proaches a love scene. 

The couple soon marry, and Flora begins to show her 

strength and intelligence. Once when a ship was about to 

crash into Anthony's ship. Flora lighted the saving flare. 

Conrad describes the event through a seaman aboard named 

Powell: 

"He [Anthony] remained bent low, his head inside 
the cover staring at the white ghostly oval. He 
wondered she [Flora] had not rushed out on deck. She 
had remained quietly there. This was pluck. Wonder
ful self-restraint. And it was not stupidity on her 
part. She knew there was imminent danger and prob
ably had some notion of its nature." (Chance, p. 320) 

In this incident, as in others. Flora is given the reason 

and fearlessness of a man, but she remains feminine. After 

Anthony's death, several years later at sea, Powell tells 

Flora of her husband's death and remarks of her response: 

"'But Mrs. Anthony was a brick'" (Chance, p. 440). 

Marlow, who is perhaps speaking for Conrad, adds a 

final statement about the mature Flora near the end of the 

novel. Her father had been sent to prison for stock swin

dling; two feminists had badgered her in adolescence; and 

17 
I have attempted here to reproduce the typography 

as Conrad wanted it to be in the Malay Edition. 
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she had had every opportunity to become a sad, misplaced 

person after the death of the one man she really loved. 

Flora, however, had found herself by the end of the novel. 

Marlow concludes of Flora: 

"I am no lover of day-breaks. You know how 
thin, equivocal, is the light of the dawn. But she 
was now her true self, she was like a fine tranquil 
afternoon—and not so very far advanced either. A 
woman not much over thirty, with a dazzling com
plexion and a little colour, a lot of hair, a smooth 
brow, a fine chin, and only the eyes of the Flora 
of the old days, absolutely unchanged." (Chance, 
pp. 442-443) 

The two women who cause Flora her most trouble are 

two ardent feminists, Mrs. Fyne and the governess. The 

latter is a spinster of forty who keeps a gigolo near her, 

and Mrs. Fyne is so involved in her feminist movement that 
18 

she loses sight of reality. Conrad discusses both women, 

especially the latter, with irony: "'It is true that Mrs. 

Fyne did not want women to be women. Her theory was that 

they should turn themselves into unscrupulous sexless nui

sances'" (Chance, pp. 189-190). She is masculine even in 

her appearance: "Mrs. Fyne had a ruddy out-of-doors com

plexion and wore blouses with a starched front like a man's 

shirt, a stand-up collar and a long necktie" (Chance, p. 

39). Conrad uses numerous other passages of irony to point 

18 
One might suppose Mrs. Fyne to be given to les

bianism. Her constant desire for female companions, her 
manly clothing, and her cropt hair seem to suggest this. 
Conrad never affirms it, however. 
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out the masculinity of Mrs. Fyne: "That woman was flint" 

(Chance, p. 52); she uttered words "like a steel trap going 

off" (Chance, p. 58); and she believed that she lived in a 

"man-mismanaged world" (Chance, p. 183). 

Conrad spends several pages pointing out the femi

nist traits of Mrs. Fyne, and he concludes in his intro

ductory comments with what he calls her "knock-me-down 

doctrine" (Chance, p. 59). He has Marlow comment on and 

explain the feminist doctrine: 

"Indeed. I think that she herself did not enlighten 
me fully. There must have been things not fit for 
a man to hear. But shortly, and as far as my be
wilderment allowed me to grasp its naive atrocious-
ness, it was something like this: that no considera
tion, no delicacy, no tenderness, no scruples should 
stand in the way of a woman (who by the mere fact of 
her sex was the predestined victim of conditions 
created by men's selfish passions, their vices and 
their abominable tyranny) from taking the shortest 
cut towards securing for herself the earliest pos
sible existence. She had even the right to go out 
of existence without considering any one's feelings 
or convenience, since some women's existences were 
made impossible by the short-sighted baseness of 
men." (Chance, p. 59) 

Mrs. Fyne did not stop with expounding her philosophy. She 

wrote "a sort of handbook for women with grievances" which 

was "a sort of compendious theory and practice of feminine 

free morality" (Chance, pp. 65-66). 

The violence of the governess, the financial crimes 

and imprisonment of Flora's father, and the warped attitude 

of Mrs. Fyne all affect Flora at one time or another; but 

the point Conrad makes of her life is that she has the 
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strength to overcome these obstacles and evolve as an ad

justed woman who had found love. 

After Conrad finished Chance, he wrote three short 

stories which reveal a variety of feminine roles before he 

brought what is now considered his middle period of writing 

to a close. And for the first time, Conrad admitted in 

his Note to Within the Tides, the collection containing the 

"The Inn of the Two Witches," "Because of the Dollars," and 

"The Planter of Malata," that he used his short stories as 

experiments for his futwre novels: 

I pass it on to my readers merely remarking that if 
this is really so then I must take it as a tribute 
to my personality since those stories which by impli
cation seem to hold so well together as to be sur
veyed en bloc and judged as the product of a single 
mood, were written at different times, under various 
influences, and with the deliberate intention of 
trying several ways of telling a tale. The hints 
and suggestions for all of them had been received 
at various times and in distant parts of the globe. 
(Within the Tides, pp. viii-ix) 

The first of the three short stories, "The Inn of the Two 

Witches: A Find," was written in the early part of 1912; 

and Conrad's admitted experimentation may readily be ap

plied to his treatment of women in the story. Three women 

appear in the story: a young girl (perhaps a young witch) 

and two old women who are openly called witches. 

Two men, Tom and Byrne, are separated from one an

other ,in a deserted part of the country. Tom is killed by 

the witches; and Byrne eventually finds out exactly what 

had taken place, but not before the end of the story. It 
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is Byrne who views all the events which are recorded and 

who describes the witches. The young witch is first de

scribed: 

She had a short black skirt, an orange shawl, a 
dark complexion—and the escaped single hairs from 
the mass, sombre and thick like a forest and held 
up by a comb, made a black mist about her low 
forehead. A shrill lamentable howl of "Miseri-
cordia!" came in two voices from the further end 
of the long room, where the fire-light of an open 
hearth played between heavy shadows. The girl 
recovering herself drew a hissing breath through 
her set of teeth. (Within the Tides, p. 147) 

With the first description of the girl, there is no doubt 

about her witch-like qualities. Conrad next tells about 

the two other witches who are described as 

. . . [ellipsis mine] two old women who sat on 
each side of the fire, on which stood a large 
earthenware pot. Byrne thought at once of two 
witches watching the brewing of some deadly 
potion. (Within the Tides, p. 147) 

All of the horror scene takes place in an old inn, and Tom 

has been killed by the women who lower a baldaquin over the 

bed which smothers him to death. As Conrad has warned his 

readers in his Note, the tales in the collection are experi

mental; and at no other time does Conrad resort to themes 

of witchcraft for his works. Apparently, he thought that 

the story was one not worthy of further development. 

The second of the last three stories in Conrad's 

middle period of writing is called "Because of the Dollars," 

a story also written in 1912. The main character in the 

story is a woman named Anne. She has been a prostitute, 

yet Conrad invokes sympathy for her. To a Victorian mind 
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she might have seemed evil because of her past sins; but 

to the twentieth century she can be pitied, loved, and 

even praised for giving her own life so that a good man 

might escape the treacheries of her common-law husband's 

evil companions. 

"The Planter of Malata," the last work of the mid

dle period, was written in 1913. In the story, Conrad 

creates another distinctly different feminine type. The 

planter named Renouard owns a plantation on the island of 

Malata, and before he meets the woman he will fall madly 

in love with, his plantation assistant has an accident and 

dies. Much later in the story, Renourad discovers that 

the man whom the girl and her family are looking for is 

the person who died on Renouard's plantation and that this 

man was the one who was to marry the girl whom Renouard 

secretly loves. The girl, Felicia Moorson, is most memor

able because of her haughty aristocratic disposition. Her 

aristocracy is not genuine, however. Renouard finally 

realizes that Felicia Moorson is really a woman who could 

never accept him. He could not and would not fit into the 

artificial nineteenth-century European life. He tells her: 

"Oh! I don't mean that you are like the men 
and women of the time of armours, castles, and great 
deeds. Oh, no! They stood on the naked soil, had 
traditions to be faithful to, had their feet on this 
earth of passions and death which is not a hothouse. 
They would have been too plebeian for you since they 
had to lead, to suffer with, to understand the com
monest humanity. No, you are merely of the topmost 
layer, disdainful and superior, the mere pure froth 
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and bubble on the inscrutable depths which some day 
will toss you out of existence. But you are you! 
You are you! You are the external love itself— 
only, 0 Divinity, it isn't your body, it is your 
soul that is made of foam." (Within the Tides, 
pp. 76-77) 

Thus, Conrad had concluded another phase of his literary 

career; and significantly, his experimenting with the short 

stories near the end of the period had pertained specifically 

to experimentation with various new feminine types. 

By the end of Conrad's middle period, women char

acters began assuming new roles in his work. There were 

perhaps several reasons for the new development; but Con

rad, himself, seems to have been sharpening his views about 

his women in that he was seeing them as individuals. They 

were usually bound to the old order, were liberated by de

grees, or were feminists; and simultaneous with Conrad's 

growing awareness of European women, the whole of European 

society seems to have been changing, too. It is perhaps 

for this reason that the middle period shows the disorder 

of society and the problems that resulted. All women of 

the age must have been aware of the changing trends in their 

clothing as well as of their new place in government, and 

this plight of the woman's place in society affected each 

of them. But the distinction between individual women 

depended on how liberated each one would be; and it was 

the various degrees of liberation in the early twentieth 

century that permits the classification of Conradian femi

nine characters. His heroines seem to have fallen into 



106 

the mean between the two extremes, and Conrad uses more 

irony in the middle period than in the other two periods 

for showing the distinction. 

For example, Mrs. Gould in Nostromo can not com

municate with her husband, yet she can run most of the 

public meeting in Sulaco. Her whole life is controlled by 

duty, but ironically it is nineteenth-century duty that 

destroys her genuine qualities which might have given her 

a successful marriage. While Mrs. Gould is bound to es

tablished custom, Antonia is a contemporary thinker; yet 

she, as Mrs. Gould, receives some of Conrad's irony. He 

seems to have been burlesquing her education when he refers 

to her as "terribly learned." Nostromo may have been an 

experiment for Conrad's women since he was beginning to 

give them more individuality, but the feminine characters 

of extremes seen in his later works are not yet clearly 

delineated in Nostromo. 

In The Secret Agent, Conrad is sympathetic towards 

Winnie. Yet her whole existence as a wife is ironic. She 

marries Verloc for security while he marries her for a 

cover, .and neither loves the other. She is a woman who 

sought freedom but failed when she no longer had a man to 

give directions. Conrad becomes more involved with the 

heart of Winnie than he did with the hearts of the women 

in Nostromo, but his distinction between types is not yet 

clear. With Under Western Eyes, Conrad begins the contrasts 
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Natalia is a stable character who knows what she must do, 

while other women, such as Sophia, seem to venture into the 

excesses of the new century. Natalia is developed as a 

most believable character and as an adjusted twentieth-

century woman; but the other women of the work have such 

minor roles that it would be a fallacy to carry a comparison-

contrast very far. 

It is with Chance that Conrad succeeds in his com

parison-contrast of twentieth-century women; and it is 

Flora who eventually proves the strongest, for she has had 

to emerge from the influence of both her governess and Mrs. 

Fyne, the feminist. Conrad spares no irony in his treat

ment of the two older women, but Flora receives all his com

passion: she rose above her own home environment without 

much outside help; she found her own place in society; and 

she faced excessive problems one after another with growing 

strength. As a result, the successful development of Flora. 

lays the foundation for Lena and Rita, two of Conrad's most 

carefully delineated women. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE WOMEN OF THE THREE DRAMAS 

When John Galsworthy was asked to write the Intro

duction to the 1924 edition of "Laughing Anne" and "One 

Day More," he wrote on the first page: "The novel suited 

his [Conrad's] nature better than the play, and he in-

2 

stinctively kept to it." Galsworthy went on to name Con

rad's three dramatic works: "One Day More," "Laughing 

Anne," and "The Secret Agent"; and he further stated that 

the main theme in "One Day More" and "Laughing Anne" was 

" . . . the suffering of a woman capable of self-
3 

sacrifice." In commenting about women, however, Galsworthy 

did not include the dramatized version of "The Secret Agent"; 

but Winnie might well be listed as the third woman who suf

fered in the three dramas. Galsworthy's omission of Winnie 

may be attributed to the fact that his introduction was to 

Although Conrad's three dramas were written over 
a period of almost two decades, from around 1905 to 1922, 
they best fit into a discussion dealing with the delinea
tion of his feminine characters after his novels of the 
middle literary phase since two of his three dramas were 
written before the last period. I have chosen to treat 
the three dramas in a separate chapter since Conrad did 
not include them in any of his collected editions. 

Joseph Conrad, "Laughing Anne" and "One Day More," 
introd. John Galsworthy (London: John Castle, 1924), p. 
5. 

^Ibid. 
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a volume of plays which omitted "The Secret Agent." As 

Galsworthy so readily noted in the dramas, the suffering 

women are not nearly so obvious in the fiction from which 

they were drawn. When Conrad was writing his novels and 

short stories, he seems to have thought in the masculine 

vein. The dramas, however, forced him to expand a feminine 

point of view because they required more dialogue than his 

novels. This premature treatment of women characters which 

the dramas forced upon Conrad may have been the very reason 

for their failure. 

The first of the three dramas, "One Day More," was 

performed on June 25, 1905, by the London Stage Society. 

Sir Sidney Colvin had persuaded the Society to produce the 
4 

play. Conrad had first begun working on the play in John 

Galsworthy's home, and Galsworthy records the following 

remembrance: 

It is, in some sort, fitting that I should 
write this introduction, since that first of his 
adaptations for the stage was made in my studio 
workroom on Campden Hill. Conrad worked at one 
end of it, on "One Day More," while, at the 
other end, I was labouring at The Man of Property. 
He sat at a table close to the big window, I 
stood at a desk, with my back to him, and now and 
then we would stop and exchange lamentations on 
the miseries of our respective lots. 

"My dear fellow," he would say, "this is too 
horrible for words." Conrad did not suffer from 

4 
G. Jean-Aubry, Joseph Conrad: Life and Letters, 

II (Garden City: Doubleday, Page & Co., 1927), 2. 
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satisfaction with his own work; yet "One Day More" 
gave him a certain pleasure when he had finished it, 
and he was eager to see it performed.5 

Galsworthy tried to praise the work; but in his attempts 

to praise, he inevitably damned it with every statement he 

made: 

The process of adaptation is, generally, fatal 
to the achievement of a stage masterpiece; yet in 
"One Day More" Conrad so nearly achieved a little 
masterpiece as to show natural aptitude of the 
highest order.^ 

Galsworthy went on to write of "One Day More": 

Not being in England when it was performed, I 
camnot recall what sort of reception it had from 
the cognoscenti of the Stage Society; but it has 
evidently been too weird and uncompromising a 
little piece of tragedy for London Town at large. 

And finally, Galsworthy makes an explicit derogatory state

ment: 

It is exceedingly fortunate that we have in 
this volume [see footnote 11] examples of Conrad's 
dramatic art, which disclose at once what he did, 
and what he could have done; yet convince us, 
perhaps, that he was right in not further sacrific
ing the novel to the drama. 

Conrad's first attempt at dramatic production 

proved much less rewarding than the publication of a novel. 

"One Day More" was perhaps the most successful of the three 

^Conrad, introd. John Galsworthy, op. cit., p. 6. 

^Ibid. 

^Ibid., p. 7. 

Ibid., p. 8. 
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plays, and Conrad was far from satisfied when he had seen 

the London response. Nevertheless, he went on to write 

two more plays in later years. The month following the 

production of "One Day More" (July, 1905), he wrote his 

friend Norman Douglas: 

My play is not a success, tho' a good many kind 
things have been said and printed. All the same 
I felt it did not get hold of the public. I am 
afraid it won't do much to open the door of for
tune to your humble servant. Still I've a no
tion for a farcical comedy in my head, but I 
haven't either the time or the courage to tackle 
it now.^ 

And in October, 1905, Conrad wrote to H. G. Wells: 

Perhaps you've heard that my little play was 
performed by the Stage Society under Colvin's 
wing, as it were. Complete failure, I would call 
it. G. B. S. thinks I ought to write another. 
That luxury is out of my reach, however, yet the 
temptation is great.^^ 

If Conrad gained anything from the "One Day More" 

experience, it was a better understanding of dialogue crea

tion for his feminine characters. If he produced anything 

of significance, it was the essay "The Censor of Plays" 

(1907). In 1905 however, was unaware that a public censor 

would have to license his play before opening night. Con

rad accused England and her censor of "the mustiness of 

the Middle Ages, that epoch when mankind tried to stand 

still in a monstrous illusion of final certitude attained 

Jean-Aubry, II, 23 

^^Ibid., II, 26. 
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in morals, intellect, and conscience" (Notes of Life and 

Letters, pp. le^ll). Almost equalling Milton's stinging 

"Areopagetica," Conrad described a censor: 

He must be unconscious. It is one of the quali
fications for his magistracy. Other qualifications 
are equally easy. He must have done nothing, ex
pressed nothing, imagined nothing. He must be ob
scure, insignificant and mediocre—in thought, act, 
speech, and sympathy. He must know nothing of art, 
of life—and of himself. For if he did he would 
not dare to be what he is. Like that much ques
tioned and mysterious bird, the phoenix, he sits 
amongst the cold ashes of his predecessor upon the 
altar of morality, alone of his kind in the sight 
of wondering generations. (Notes on Life and Let
ters, pp. 79-80) 

The emotional experiences connected with the gov

ernment censor and his work with the theater must have 

been overwhelming for Conrad, for he faced failure with 

his dramas in that he could not make women characters speak 

with naturalness. It is also interesting that a man of the 

sea who had written so many novels and short stories about 

a man's world would write three dramas which have heroines 

instead of heroes. 

A comparison of Conrad's short story "To-morrow" 

(the work which provided the lines for "One Day More") with 

his first drama reveals significant limitations in describ

ing the characterization of the dramatic heroine, Bessie. 

In "To-morrow," Conrad eventually describes her as "a tall 

girl" (Typhoon and Other Stories, p. 243), as a girl with 

"downcast eyes," as a girl with "a dead white complexion," 

as a girl with a "twisted opulence of mahogany coloured 
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hair," and as a girl with "a full figure" and with "a 

tired, unrefreshed face" (Typhoon and Other Stories, p. 252) 

With the drama, Conrad is forced to give her description in 

a single, concise way: "BESSIE about twenty-five. Black 

dress, black straw hat. A lot of mahogany-coloured hair 
11 

loosely done up. Pale face. Full figure. Very quiet." 

Whereas the short story had simply reported Bessie to 

be a good woman, a good listener, and a good daughter, the 

drama had to give Bessie, herself, some of the revealing 

lines about her character; and although Conrad attempted to 

repeat the essence of his short story, Bessie's dialogue 

often becomes excessively melodramatic in the play. She 

and her father are talking as they return home from a walk: 

CARVIL (hanging heavily on BESSIE'S arm). Careful! 
Go slow! (Stops; BESSIE waits patiently.) Want 
your poor blind father to break his neck? (Shuffles 
on.) In a hurry to get home and start that everlast
ing yarn with your chum the lunatic? 

BESSIE. I am not in a hurry to get home, father. 

CARVIL. Well, then, go steady with a poor blind 
man. Blind! Helpless! (Strikes the ground with his 
stick.) Never mind! I've had time to make enough 
money to have ham and eggs for breakfast every morn
ing—thank God! And thank God, too, for it, girl. 
You haven't known a single hardship in all the days 

•̂ •̂ Joseph Conrad, Three Plays: "Laughing Anne," "One 
Day More" and "The Secret Agent" (London: Methuen & Co. 
Ltd., 1934), p. 35. Hereafter all references to the three 
dramas, because they are omitted from The Malay Edition of 
the Works of Joseph Conrad, will be to the cited edition 
of the plays. I have reproduced the capitalization and 
punctuation exactly as Conrad approved it in the edition 
of his plays. 
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of your idle life. Unless you think that a blind, 
helpless father— 

BESSIE. What is there for me to be in a hurry for? 

CARVIL. What did you say? 

BESSIE. I said there was nothing for me to hurry 
home for. (Three Plays, p. 3 5) 

Although one may suspect that Bessie resents the home life 

in "To-morrow," Bessie never directly announces the dis

taste for returning home. Sentimentality reaches a high-

point near the opening of the play, and it is maintained. 

Bessie next complains about her loneliness and reminds her 

father of how dutiful she has been: 

BESSIE. Is it my fault that I haven't another soul 
to speak to? 

CARVIL (snarls). It's mine, perhaps. Can I help 
being blind? You fret because you want to be gadding 
about—with a helpless man left all alone at home. 
Your own father, too. 

BESSIE. I haven't been away from you half a day 
since Mother died. (Three Plays, p. 36) 

Another major difference between the short story 

and the drama may be seen in the concept of hope. In 

"To-morrow," Conrad wrote: 

To Bessie Carvil he [Hagberd, father of Harry] 
would state more explicitly: "Not til our Harry 
comes home to-morrow." And she had heard this 
formula of hope so often that it only awakened the 
vaguest pity in her heart for that hopeful old man. 
(Typhoon and Other Stories, p. 250) 

Although Conrad may not have intended for the concept of 

hope to be transferred from Hagberd to Bessie in "One Day 

More," the arrangement of lines and the ambiguity of 
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Bessie's reply make Bessie's hope seem personal: 

CARVIL. No. They've grown too fly. You've got 
only to pass a remark on his [Carvil's] sail-cloth 
coat to make him shut up. All the town knows it. 
But he's got you to listen to his crazy talk when
ever he chooses. Don't I hear you two at it, 
jabber, jabber—mumble, mumble . . . 

BESSIE. What is there so mad in keeping up hope? 
(Three Plays, p. 36) 

Much of the dialogue in the drama is between her 

and her father (Carvil) and between her and Hagberd. Bessie 

is thus the central character of the whole drama; and for 

that reason, she appears to be greatly involved in the ac

tion of the play. And since Conrad made Bessie the center 

of the dialogue, he seems to have added concepts which can

not be found in the short story. Most of the additions are 

artificial in tone and excessively sentimental or melo

dramatic. Bessie wants to go out of the house alone, and 

Carvil begins a dialogue found only in the drama: 

CARVIL. Aye! And it pleases you. Anything to get 
away from your poor blind father. . . . Jabber, jab
ber—mumble, mumble—till I begin to think you must 
be as crazy as he is. What do you find to talk about, 
you two? What's your game? 

(During the scene CARVIL and BESSIE have crossed 
stage from L. to R. slowly with stoppages.) 

BESSIE. It's warm. Will you sit out for a while? 

CARVIL (viciously). Yes, I will sit out. (Insis
tent. ) But what can be your game? What are you up 
to? (They pass through garden gate.) Because if it's 
his money you are after— 

BESSIE. Father! How can you! 

CARVIL (disregarding her). To make you independent 
of your poor blind father, then you are a fool. 
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(Drops heavily on seat.) He's too much of a miser to 
ever make a will—even if he weren't mad. 

BESSIE. Oh! It never entered my head. I swear it 
never did. 

CARVIL. Never did? Hey! Then you are a still 
bigger fool. . . . I want to go to sleep! (Takes off 
his hat, drops it on the ground, and leans his head 
back against the wall.) 

BESSIE. And I have been a good daughter to you. 
Won't you say that for me? 

CARVIL (very distinctly) . I want—to—go—go—sleep. 
I'm tired. (Closes his eyes.) (Three Plays, pp. 37-
38) 

Old Hagberd, who constantly waits for his long lost 

son to come home, secretly buys items for the household 

v^ich he assumes his son and Bessie will use. He plans for 

the two to marry. Bessie tried only once to persuade the 

old man that his son might not return, and the event hurt 

him very much. A comparison between the story and the drama 

helps show how much dialogue Conrad had to create for the 

Bessie of the drama. The story reads: 

Only once she had tried pityingly to throw some 
doubt on that hope doomed to disappointment, but the 
effect of her attempt had scared her very much. All 
at once over that man's face there came an expression 
of horror and incredulity, as though he had seen a 
crack open out in the firmament. (Typhoon and Other 
Stories, p. 251) 

The dramatic account, on the other hand, seems excessively 

melodramatic: 

CAPT. H. (a little vacantly). Yes, my only son 
Harry. (Rouses himself.) Coming home to-morrow. 

BESSIE (looks at him pityingly; speaks softly). 
Sometimes, Captain Hagberd, a hope turns out false. 
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CAPT. H. (uneasy). What's that got to do with Harry's 
coming back? 

BESSIE. It's good to hope for something. But sup
pose now . . . (Feeling her way.) Yours is not the 
only lost son that's never . . . 

CAPT. H. Never what? You don't believe he's 
drowned? (Crouches, glaring and grasping the rails.) 

BESSIE (frightened, drops knitting). Captain Hag
berd—don't. (Catches hold of his shoulders over the 
railings.) Don't—my God! he's going out of his mind! 
(Cries.) I didn't mean it! I don't know. 

CAPT. H. (has backed away. An affected burst of 
laughter). What nonsense! None of us Hagberds be
longed to the sea. All farmers for hundreds of years. 
(Paternal and cunning.) Don't alarm yourself, my 
dear. The sea can't get us. Look at me! I didn't 
get drowned. Moreover, Harry ain't a sailor at all. 
And if he isn't a sailor, he's bound to come back— 
to-morrow. (Three Plays, p. 41) 

Because of the dialogue which is required for drama, 

Conrad must show Bessie to be a woman who is both in love 

and embarrassed at the same time. She tells Harry, the 

long lost son and her possible lover, that she must have 

time to convince old Hagberd that Harry is really his son. 

Actually, Bessie needs time to make Harry love her. Harry 

encourages her to tell him about his father and Bessie 

answers: "'(wildly, to herself), Impossible! (Starts.) 

You don't understand. I must think—see—try to—I—I 

must have time. Plenty of time'" (Three Plays, p. 48). 

Conrad again portrays Bessie's anxiety when he has her ask: 

"'How can I make it plain to you without . . . (Bites her 

lip, embarrassed.) Sometimes he talks so strangely'" 

(Three Plays, p. 49). Much of Bessie's emotional character-
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is not seen in the short story, and it is most likely that 

Conrad did not think of the feminine emotions until he tried 

to put them into dialogue. 

Conrad's first descriptions of kisses in his en

tire collection of works are found in "To-morrow" and "One 

Day More." With the short story, he took a page and a half 

to comment on the starkness of the event before ending his 

story. In the drama, however, he places the kiss at the 

very end of the play; and in doing so, the drama appears 

overly sentimental and artificial. Conrad was obviously 

more at home in his prose account: 

He [Harry] set his hat firmly with a little tap, 
and next moment she [Bessie] felt herself lifted up 
in the powerful embrace of his arms. Her feet lost 
ground; her head hung back; he showered kisses on 
her face with a silent and overmastering ardour, as 
if in haste to get at her very soul. He kissed her 
pale cheeks, her hard forehead, her heavy eyelids, 
her faded lips; and the measured blows and sighs 
of the rising tide accompanied the enfolding power 
of his arms, the overwhelming might of his caresses. 
It was as if the sea, breaking down the wall pro
tecting all the homes of the town, had sent a wave 
over her head. It passed on; she staggered back
wards, with her shoulders against the wall, ex
hausted, as if she had been stranded there after a 
storm and a shipwreck. (Typhoon and Other Stories, 
p. 275) 

Even though Conrad seems to have handled his prose account 

of the kiss a little better than he handled the dramatic 

rendition, the prose passage is filled with artificial 

images (and even ship imagery) before he has finished it. 

In drama, however, he had no crutches to help him through 

a scene involving feminine emotion. When Bessie realizes 
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that Harry intends to leave her, she gives him the money 

he needs for passage back to London. Harry assures her 

that he remembers all the women that he has known, and the 

drauma is concluded with the awesome kiss: 

BESSIE (pain and shame) . Oh! . . . What are you 
waiting for? If I had more money I would give it 
all, all. I would give everything I have to make 
you go—to make you forget you had ever heard my 
voice and seen my face. (Covers face with hands.) 

HARRY (sombre, watches her). No fear! I 
haven't forgotten a single one of you in the world. 
Some've given me more than money. No matter. You 
Ccin't buy me in—and you can't buy yourself out. 
• • • 

(Strides towards her. Seizes her arms. Short 
struggle. BESSIE gives way. Hair falls loose. 
HARRY kisses her forehead, cheeks, lips; then re
leases her. BESSIE staggers against railings.) 

(Exit HARRY; measured walk without haste.) (Three 
Plays, pp. 63-64) 

By placing the farewell kiss at the end of the drama, Con

rad has not left himself the page and a half that he had 

in his short story in which' to explain or conclude his 

meaning. Drama would not lend itself to an explanation. 

In his prose account, Conrad concludes his story in the 

following way: 

He rebelled against her authority in his great 
joy at having got rid at last of that "something 
wrong." It was as if all the hopeful madness of 
the world had broken out to bring terror upon her 
heart, with the voice of that old man shouting of 
his trust in an everlasting to-morrow. (Typhoon 
and Other Stories, p. 277) 

Unlike the carefully planned ending which Conrad adds to 

his short story, his drama's abrupt conclusion leaves the 
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reader with a sense of the melodramatic or the sentimental. 

The treatment of feminine emotions, and especially on stage, 

were more difficult than Conrad had imagined. It would 

still be several years before he would be able to describe 

a passionate scene between men and women; and even then, 

he would avoid the extremely passionate kiss. 

"Laughing Anne," Conrad's second play which was 

dramatized from the short story called "Because of the 

Dollars," is mentioned only once in Jean-Aubry's Joseph 

Conrad: Life and Letters; and subsequently, few other 

Conradian scholars have spent much time with the play (or 

even mentioned it) in their works. Galsworthy's account 

of his knowledge of the play shows the common lack of in

terest for "Laughing Anne": 

I do not know when Conrad adapted "Laughing 
Anne" from the story "Because of the Dollars," and 
indeed never read it till I came to write this pref
ace. Demanding in its short life three scene-sets, 
none of them easy, and the last exceptionally dif
ficult in stage conditions, it has, as yet, I be
lieve, never been performed. It exemplifies that 
kind of innocence which novelists commonly have as 
to what will "go down" on the stage. Conrad prob
ably never realized that a "man without hands" would 
be an almost unbearable spectacle; that what you 
can write about freely cannot always be endured by 
the living eye. Anyone who has passed over the 
Bridge of Galata in the old days—which, very likely, 
are the new days too—and seen what the beggars there 
offered to one's sense of pity, will appreciate the 
physical shuddering inspired by that particular de
formity. The lighting, too, of the last scene would 
be most difficult—effects which depend on shudder-
ings grounded in dim light are to be avoided. A 
moment or two—yes; but a whole scene—no! To read 
this play, however, is a pleasure. The figures of 
Davidson, of poor Laughing Anne, of Fector, Bamtz, 
and the monster without hands, are thoroughly 
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effective; and, except for those physical drawbacks, 
the play is admirably contrived.^^ 

Fredrick Karl, in A Reader's Guide to Joseph Con

rad, records that "Because of the Dollars" first appeared 

in Pall Mall, 1913. He further states that "Laughing Anne" 

first appeared in Metropolitan, XL (September, 1914). Karl 

does not document his source, but he contends that both 

the short story and the drama were written in the winter 

of 1912."^^ 

Although there is no account of the play ever hav

ing been produced, it has some qualities of excellence which 

are not found in "One Day More." "Laughing Anne" contains 

much less tragic melodrama than "One Day More." For a 

modern audience, Anne would perhaps be a believable char-

acter. 

Conrad had waited about seven years before attempt

ing another drama; and during that time, he had created 

several feminine roles in both short stories and novels. 

Between the time he wrote "To-morrow" and "One Day More," 

he wrote Nostromo, a novel with only moderately active 

feminine roles. Between the writing of "To-morrow" and 

"Laughing Anne," however, Conrad had developed Winnie of 

Conrad, introd., John Galsworthy, op. cit., pp. 
7-8. 

13 
Frederick R. Karl, A Reader's Guide to Joseph 

Conrad (New York: The Noonday Press, 1960), p. 270. 
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The Secret Agent and Natalia of Under Western Eves. Both 

novels, not to mention the many short stories during the 

time span, have strong feminine characters in them. Unlike 

Bessie, Anne becomes the kind of creation which can pro-

vok e emp a thy. 

It is difficult to ascertain all the reasons for 

the differences between Bessie of "One Day More" and Anne 

of "Laughing Anne," but one major reason for a better 

created woman character in the latter may have to do with 

Anne's profession of prostitution. Conrad seems to have 

found it much easier to give Anne dialogue than he did 

Bessie. Anne appears after nine pages of the drama have 

elapsed; and from the time she is introduced, she is a 

combination of coarseness, mannishness, and warmth: 

ANNE. My God! It's Davy! (Somewhat shrill.) 

DAVIDSON (wakes up with a start, jumps up amazed). 
What, what's this? 

ANNE (advances arms extended, seizes him by the 
shoulders). Why, you have hardly changed at all. The 
same good Davy. (Characteristic clear laugh, a little 
wild.) 

DAVIE 
voice). 

ANNE 

)SON (s 
You-

(appro 

tarts in 
-you are 

laching 

all his limbs. 
Laughing Anne! 

her face to his a 

Awed 

littl 

tone 

e). 

of 

All 
that's left of her, Davy . . . all that's left of her, 
(Her hands slip off DAVIDSON'S shoulders, head droops. 
Suddenly she fumbles in pocket for rag of handkerchief, 
puts it to her eyes, choked voice.) It's years since 
I heard myself called by that name. (Drops hands 
again.) (Three Plays, p. 9) 

Anne has had a child by Harry the Pearler (who is 

now dead), and she is living with a rascal called Bamtz. 
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Anne gets Davidson to help Bamtz by promising to bring his 

ship into their far out-of-the-way little port. Davidson 

is carrying a large sum of money; and near the end of the 

story, a group of thieves persuade the spineless Bamtz to 

betray Davidson and steal the money. Early in the play, 

Anne describes herself to Davidson; and she is honest in 

doing so: 

ANNE (moves lightly to billiard-room door and turns 
the key, saying). A lot of these beasts [patrons of 
the bar] there. Eavesdropping too. We have been here 
four days. . . . (with ardour.) No more paint and 
dyes for me, Davy, if you will do what he asks you to 
do. Stick it out? Can't I! You know I have always 
stuck to my men through thick and thin, till they had 
enough of me. And now look at what's left of me. 
But inside I am what I always was. I have acted on 
the square to them, one after another. I was a pal 
worth having. But men do get tired of one. They 
don't understand women. (Characteristic short peal 
of laughter.) 

DAVIDSON (placidly anxious). Don't, Anne. 

ANNE (puts her handkerchief to her eyes and sobs, 
while the door of the billiard-room is tried from 
outside and then shaken a bit). Harry is the only 
man I ever loved. He ought not to have cast me off. 
(Three Plays, p. 13) 

The worst of the crooks is a man without hands. Several 

months later, he plans the robbery when Davidson pulls into 

the isolated port of Bamtz's. Anne warns Davidson of the 

plans and is murdered by the man without hands for doing 

so. She gives her life to save an honest man and to live 

up to her own confessed honesty and loyalty. 

Three important changes made in writing the drama 

help show Conrad's further development of a feminine role. 
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The first of the changes occurs in a dialogue between the 

man without hands and Anne. In the short story, the man 

without hands "had ordered her to tie a seven-pound iron 

weight (out of the set of weights Bamtz used in business) 

to his right stump" (Within the Tides, p. 197) . In the 

drama, however, the man without hands suggests that Anne 

may have stolen the weights: 

ANNE (springs up from her knees). Oh, what is it 
now? (Walks reluctant into the large room.) 

M.W.H. Now, then, pull yourself together. Where 
is that weight? Did you sneak it from the store? 

ANNE (faltering). I have got it there. (Points 
to corner.) (Three Plays, p. 22) 

The special emphasis about the weight and Anne's procuring 

it is significant since it is the same weight that eventu

ally kills Anne. The short story account omitted the de

tail of Anne's actually getting the weight for the man. 

The second major change concerns Anne's fortitude. 

The man without hands recognizes her qualities in the drama, 

but not in the short story. Conrad writes in the short 

story: 

"He had promised her that if she stood by him faith
fully in this business he would take her with him 
to Haiphong or some other place. A poor cripple 
needed somebody to take care of him—always." 
(Within the Tides, p. 197) 

But in the drama, Conrad foreshadows Anne's strength of 

character, a phenomenon which is fully observed by the end 

of the drama. The man without hands observes Anne's forti

tude: 
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M.W.H. (swinging his arm). Good. (Puts the stump 
in his pocket and throws the other arm over ANNE'S 
shoulder.) You are the only one with a backgone. A 
poor, miserable, helpless, God-forsaken cripple like 
me wants a companion for always . . . and you are the 
one. CANNE wriggles free from his arm and returns to 
the child. M.W.H. listens.) (Three Plays, p. 23) 

In the third and last major change Conrad made when 

he wrote the drama, he gave Anne much more compassion than 

he had given her in his short story. In "Because of the 

Dollars," Anne is already dead when Davidson finds her; and 

consequently, she cannot give a farewell speech: 

"He felt her so limp that he gave it up. She was 
lying on her face, her long hair scattered on the 
ground. Some of it was wet. Davidson, feeling 
about her head, came to a place where the crushed 
bone gave way under his fingers. But even before 
that discovery, he knew that she was dead." (Within 
the Tides, pp. 204-205) 

But in the drama, Anne has a chance to express her deep Icve 

for the child before the final blows: 

DAVIDSON (slapping forehead). My God, poor Anne. 
(He goes ashore, and stands irresolute in the dark
ness. Starts at a shriek to the L. and the faintest 
appearance of the running figure of ANNE. Makes ir
resolute step to R. Shriek behind him. Spins around 
on his heel. Then at the back of stage there must 
be just enough light to show M.W.H. cutting off ANNE, 
who is trying to run into the house. They vanish 
again. A long shriek, cut dead short.) Run on board, 
Anne. (Silence. DAVIDSON makes a step or two when 
the shadow of M.W.H. jumps up from the ground and 
vanishes and DAVIDSON stumbles over the body of ANNE 
lying on her face. All the time he must convey by 
his action that he is in mortal terror of something 
jumping on him in the dark. Kneels.) Anne, Anne. 
(Tries to lift her.) 

f 

ANNE (weak voice). He knocked me over. Never mind 
me. The kid. Get the kid out, Davy. (Moan. DAVID
SON makes a step forward towards the house, spins 
round at an imaginary sound behind him. For a moment 
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his heart fails him and he makes a motion as if to 
get back on board, th^n suddenly pulls himself to
gether and with one hand extended and his head over 
his shoulder all the time paces stiffly on towards 
the dim light at back of stage and goes within. 
Directly he vanishes out of the light the vague 
form of M.W.H. appears running, stops, muttering: 
I must finish that job. Stoops, feels over the ground 
for ANNE'S body, squats over it, lifting the stump 
with the weight. The dim square of light in hut 
vanishes and directly afterwards the faint voice 
of child is heard calling; Mama, Mama!) (Three 
Plays, p. 28) 

All of Conrad's revisions, and especially the three major 

ones just discussed, enhance the character of Anne. Conrad 

seems to have learned a great deal more about the delinea

tion of women characters during the seven-year lapse between 

the writing of the two dramas. 

The last of Conrad's three plays, "The Secret 

Agent," was finished in March, 1920. R. L. Megroz records 

the following episode with Conrad: 

To the great joy of his correspondent, he pro
ceeded to make an appointment at a London West End 
hotel for four o'clock on 2 November, 1922, which 
was an eventful date, the "first night" of "The 
Secret Agent," his own play, produced at the London 
Ambassadors Theatre. He wrote that he would be in 
the lounge, which was generally empty at that hour, 
and "we will get into a corner and have a cup of 
^ e a . . . . 

• The subject of the play naturally cropped up very 
soon in our conversation, because Mrs. Conrad and 
her sons had left us to go to the theatre. Here are 
Conrad's own words: 

•^^Jocelyn Baines, Joseph Conrad: A Critical Biog
raphy (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1960), p. 422. 
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"Oh, no, I'm not worrying, and I don't want to 
be in the house. Theatres frighten me and always 
have. I never see plays; I have not even seen my 
friend Mr. Galsworthy's fine 'Loyalties,' although, 
of course, I read him eagerly. My wife likes 
theatres and has gone to see the first performance 
of 'The Secret Agent' as the only representative of 
the firm. At the last moment I tried to get seats 
for my boys, but not a place was to be had in the 
theatre. I offered even to pay for seats, but they 
merely laughed at the box office. But" (half-turning 
towards me with a twinkle) "you can give evidence 
of my calmness on a 'first night', can you not?" 

"I do not enjoy writing plays. It is an exer
cise in ingenuity. I found the writing of 'The 
Secret Agent' very trying; it meant cutting all the 
flesh off the book. And I realized then, as I had 
never done, what a gruesome story I had written. 
In writing the novel I had veiled the plot to 
some extent by all those elements which go to make 
a book. I had to get to the bare bones of the story 
in making my play."!^ 

Conrad's concern about "cutting all the flesh off the book" 

was justified since the dramatic version of "The Secret 

Agent" does omit the material in the opening chapters of 

the novel and much of the emotion and thought which Con

rad could describe in the fictional version. The drama, 

however; heightens the character of Winnie in that the open

ing lines of the play are between Winnie and her mother. 

In a letter to John Galsworthy (June 8th, 1921), 

Conrad tried to explain the subject of his drama; but his 

explication is not very clear. Conrad contended that it 

was not the story of Winnie, but he could not explain what 

l^R. L. Megroz, Joseph Conrad's Mind and Method: 
A Study of Personality in Art (New York: Russell & Russell, 
1964), pp. 24-25. 
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the story was really about. Conrad wrote in his letter to 

Galsworthy: 

What the subject of "The Secret Agent" is, I am 
not ready to state in a few words, not because I 
myself don't know it, but because it is of the sort 
that does not lend itself to exact definition. All 
I can say is that the subject is not the murder of 
Mr. Verloc by his wife and what subsequently happens 
to her. It is all a matter of feeling, without 
v^ich the existence of Mrs. Verloc's mother as a 
personage in the play could not be very well justi
fied. For after all what is that old woman doing 
there? She too could be eliminated: and also Mr. 
Vladimir? Indeed I was tempted, or I might have 
been tempted, to begin the play with the three de
lightful anarchists sitting in the parlour round 
the fire and Mr. Verloc explaining to them the cir
cumstances which force him to throw a bomb at some 
building or other, discussing ways and means, and 
ending the effective scene by taking Stevie by the 
scruff of the neck "Come along, youngster, you carry 
the bomb," and Comrade Ossipon blowing a kiss as 
they all go out at the door to Mrs. Verloc, who 
stands horrorstruck in the middle of the stage. 
Curtain. From there one could go direct, without 
changing a word, to the Third Scene of the Fourth 
Act and on to the end, contriving a rather pretty 
Guignol play, with no particular trouble. 

All this is perfectly direct and certainly would 
not lag by the way, but it would miss altogether the 
subject of the play, which in its nature, I mean the 
play, is purely illustrative. It is because of that 
nature that I have let it spread itself into scenes, 
which from the point of action alone may, and ob
viously do, appear superfluous and detached from the 
subject. Whereas to my feeling they are all closely 
to the point. 

I admit that I wrote the play to be acted but 
at the same time I will tell you frankly that I 
look with no pleasurable anticipation to seeing it 
on the stage. The mere thought of what a perfectly 
well-meaning actor may make in the way of conven
tionalized villain of my Professor, which I assure 
you is quite a serious attempt to illustrate a 
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mental and emotional state which had its weight 
in the affairs of this world, gives me a little 
shudder.1^ 

Conrad's real dilemma in the drama seems to have 

been the treatment of his feminine roles. At times, he 

wondered if he should omit them; but had he omitted them, 

his drama would have lacked the domestic touch which his 

novel had. Much of Conrad's correspondence about the play 

dealt with feminine roles. He attempted to justify his 

condensation of material in the first act, and he explained 

his reason for including Lady Mabel. On April 4, 1922, he 

wrote to Allan Wade: 

The telescoping of the First Act cannot of course 
be denied, but I ask myself whether it is deadly? 
I should not like to touch that because it was dif
ficult to do and I do not see any other way of ex
plaining the situation. I wonder whether the public 
would bother their heads about the time Winnie has 
been away. As to the visit of the three anarchists, 
well, yes, it may appear to be what you say, but I 
ask myself whether it is not justified by the fact 
that it establishes the psychology of the whole 
play absolutely. I admit I don't know how things 
look on the stage. On the other hand, after a cer
tain amount of reflection on these matters it seems 
to me that it mainly depends on the manner. Almost 
anything can be got down people's throats on the 
stage. 

The Third Act, which is Lady Mabel's Drawing-
room, I put there to give relief; and, though I 
don't know very well how to defend it, yet I stick 
to it after much meditation. It is a matter of 
feeling; and, after all, apart from its freeing 
the atmosphere a little from the general horror of 
this damned thing, it is a drawing-room scene which 
cannot be said to suffer from banality; and it 

-'•̂ Jean-Aubry, op. cit., II, 258-259 
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seems to me that it is not altogether outside the 
action.1^ 

As the time for production of the drama grew closer, 

Conrad wrote to Benrimo, the producer: 

Inspector Heat is very young and physically too 
tall and not heavy enough. His very voice is young. 
For goodness' sake put a heavy moustache on him or 
something, and make him bear himself like a man of 
forty-five at least. He must have a certain stol
idity and conviction. Pray think of the last 
scene of the last Act when he becomes a symbolic 
figure, as it were, when facing the Professor;— 
and later when he has got to hold the middle of the 
stage in silence, contemplating in sombre thought-
fulness the crazy Mrs. Verloc crouching on the 
floor while the crowd murmurs outside. There is 
a tableau there which must not fail because it is 
on that impression the audience will leave the 
theatre. 

When rehearsing the last Act in the scene be
tween Heat and Mrs. Verloc the following corrections 
should be made. Instead of Heat saying with a (low 
whistle): "Exactly. And your brother now, what's 
he like? A thick-set fair chap."—he ought to say 
as follows: 

Heat (low whistle): "Exactly. And your 
brother now, what's he like? A thick-set fair 
chap." And Winnie would say: 

W. (with fervour): "Oh no, that must be the 
thief. Stevie's slight and dark." 

Will your charming secretary see that the copies 
of their parts are altered accordingly? 

• Will you please tell Miss Lewis that she has 
got into the character of Winnie in the First Act 
very well? Only beg her from me to keep all emo
tional inflections out of her voice altogether, 
when addressing either her Mother or Verloc. She 
is a woman who has schooled herself into the part 
of Verloc's wife for the sake of Stevie. Her 

^•^Ibid., II, 267-268. 
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emotion only breaks out after she has been driven 
to despair and murder: when she may put as much 
emotional force into her acting as she can; which 
will be then the more effective.1° 

Conrad was obviously still struggling to improve the de

lineation of the character when he revised the lines Winnie 

speaks to Heat. Too much emotion would turn his drama into 

excessive melodrama, just as it had done with "One Day 

More." 

When the play was produced, it was obviously a 

failure. In reference to the critical comment about his 

drama, Conrad wrote to Henry Arthur Jones on November 11, 

1922: "There is something awe-inspiring in a hostile cry 

19 from many throats in unison on a single note." Conrad 

realized that the irony, which he had been so pleased with 

in his novel, was the part most needed in the drama and 

yet the most difficult to capture. He continued to write 

in his letter to Jones: 

Voila. One does not think till too late—and 
then comes remorse, a decent thing in so far that 
it is much less confortable than callousness, but 
otherwise of no great account. So I am not boast
ing; I am just telling you in a spirit of repentance 
and for the good of my soul. A sort of confession 
apres la mort. That situation, though pregnant with 
grim irony, could not be presented on any stage. . 
It would be misunderstood and would ruin the play. 

•'•̂ Ibid., II, 277-278. 

^^Ibid., II, 279. 

20lbid. 
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Although Conrad had earlier claimed that the play was not 

about Winnie, he wrote, following its production, to Arnold 

Bennett on November 11, 1922: 

As to the last Act, the defect you point out 
is the outcome of the weakness of my character. I 
did not like to lose anything capable of visual 
presentation in my desire to squeeze every ounce 
of tragedy out of the story of Winnie Verloc.^^ 

For the first time, Conrad may have realized the 

true significance of Winnie in the drama; and perhaps for 

the first time he had begun to realize that he had under

estimated her importance in the novel. Marion Michael, in 

"Conrad's 'Definite Intention' in The Secret Agent," has 

pointed out that the novel underwent a series of revisions 

before Conrad was satisfied with it. A comparison of the 

serial version of The Secret Agent, which was published in 

Ridgeway's: A Militant Weekly for God and Country, and the 

revised holograph of the novel (now in the Rosenbach Collec

tion in Philadelphia) reveals Conrad's additions and re-

22 
visions. Michael has pointed out: 

The greatest importance of such a comparison is that 
it shows how early revisions in the holograph in 
many instances determined the context of the later 
additions to the story and how Conrad, by working 
on a secondary manuscript, turned a relatively weak 
novel into an exciting study of a human dilemma. 

Michael further explains: 

•̂"•Ibid. , II, 281. 

Marion C. Michael, "Conrad's 'Definite Intention' 
in The Secret Agent," Conradiana, I (Summer, 1968), 9. 

^"^Ibid., p. 10. 
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An intermediate impression one gets from the 
holograph is of Conrad's care in working out the 
details of Adolf and Winnie Verloc's domestic re
lationship. Conrad was especially concerned to 
establish a disparity between Verloc's limited no
tion of being loved for his own sake and the 
reader's full knowledge that Winnie had married 
Verloc only because he seemed to represent for 
her the best possible security for her half-witted 
brother. To emphasize this disparity, Conrad re
worked many passages in the early pages of the holo
graph, both those dealing with Verloc's physical 
appearance and mental habits and those dealing with 
Winnie's reasons for marriage.2^ 

Conrad had obviously given Winnie more personality and in

dividuality than he had given many of his earlier women. 

The specific treatment of Winnie, however, did not come 

easy for him. Michael writes: 

By reworking other details, Conrad complicated 
Winnie's otherwise elementary psychology. In re
vising a passage in chapter three of the holograph, 
which is concerned with events occurring after 
Winnie's marriage to Verloc, Conrad showed that in 
order not to endanger her marriage to Verloc and 
thereby put Stevie's apparent security in jeopardy, 
Winnie suppressed a romantic interest in Comrade 
Ossipon. Conrad first wrote in the holograph: 

Of the robust Ossipon toward who she main
tained an attitude of stony reserve, she said 
nothing whatever. 

He then expanded the passage to read: 

Of the robust Ossipon in whose presence she 
always felt uneasy behind an attitude to 
stony reserve, she said nothing whatever. 
(p. 167 [of holograph MS]) 

These initial revisions in the holograph gave rise 
to others which Conrad made even before he submitted 
final copy for serial publication. For instance, in 

"̂̂ Ibid. 
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the holograph an account of the mother's reaction 
to Winnie's marriage to Verloc reads: 

Her son's-in-law' s heavy good nature inspired 
in her a sense of safety. ([The line represents 
Conrad's deletion.] p. 15 [of holograph MS]) 

In an intermediate state that preceded serial publi
cation, most likely the typescript, Conrad expanded 
the last part of the sentence to read, "inspired her 
with a sense of absolute safety." [This material is 
footnoted as: (1907), p. 7; (1924), p. 8. The read
ing is that of the 1924 edition.] In other instances 
Conrad deleted material from the story. An unrevised 
passage in chapter one of the holograph concerns the 
time of Verloc's courtship of Winnie. It is an in
timate scene of Winnie's bringing Verloc his ten A.M. 
breakfast tray: 

His prominent, heavy-lidded eyes rolled side
ways amorously and languidly, the bedclothes 
were pulled up to his chin, and his dark 
moustache covered his thick lips capable of 
much honeyed banter. 

They seduced Winnie apparently. . . . 
(p. 12 [of holograph MS]) 

Bothered by the intimacy of the scene and not want
ing to suggest that Verloc held any physical attrac
tion for Winnie, Conrad reworked the passage. He 
deleted the sentence reading, "They seduced Winnie 
apparently," thus leaving the passage at best a 
statement of Verloc's slothful habits. [This ma
terial is footnoted as: (1907), pp. 5-6; (1924), 
p. 7.] 

In his article, Michael explains various other changes 

v*iich Conrad made, and many of them are expansive passages 

which relate directly to Winnie's psychology and person

ality. For example, in chapter eleven of the book form, 

Conrad added a passage dealing with Winnie's state of mind 

25 
Ibid., p. 12. 
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just after she learns that Verloc has been responsible for 

Stevie's death. A second addition was made soon after 

Winnie's coming to knowledge. Conrad also added a long 

passage in which he treated Winnie's maternal devotion to 

Stevie and had Winnie explain her reasons for marrying Ver

loc. Other additions concern Winnie's early love for the 

26 
butcher's son and her romantic feelings for Ossipon. 

The dramatic version of "The Secret Agent" differs 

still further from the novelistic versions, as is best 

summed up by Frederick Karl: 

"The Secret Agent" in its stage version (written 
in early 1920) shows Conrad's emphasis on the 
"thriller" aspects of the novel. In the play, Win
nie is strong and sure of herself from the first, 
and her initial appearance prepares the spectator 
for her later self-assertion. Also, the exigencies 
of a simple setting make the store more important 
than in the novel; all but Act II takes place there. 
Other points of difference: Ossipon, the revolu
tionary, declares himself to Winnie early, not late, 
in the play and she immediately rebuffs him; the cab 
ride of the novel, its very centerpiece, is elim
inated in favor of emphasis on the "detective" 
qualities of the story and on the evidence that ties 
Verloc to the crime; and, finally, the dramatic im
plications of the novel frequently are lost in the 
retelling of important action. As a technical 
piece of work, the play is straightforward and real
istic, losing both the drive and range of the novel. 
Conrad evidently found it impossible to suggest on 
the stage that murkiness and grubbiness of London 
life which mark the original. Losing the personal 
thrust of the novel, the play is obviously reduced 
in power.27 

^^Ibid., pp. 13-14. 

27 
Karl, op. cit., pp. 291-292. 
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Other differences between the novel and the drama are sig

nificant in Conrad's treatment of Winnie. In the novel, 

Conrad only suggests that the wares for sale in the shop 

are indecent. By the time he wrote the draima, however, he 

felt free to announce that Winnie, a woman, was in a shop 

v^ich sold obscene photographs and other off-color materials 

Vladimir, one of Verloc's superiors, observes: 

H'm! I was long enough there to look at your wares. 
It seems to me that you are dealing in revolutionary 
literature and obscene photographs. I suppose you 
find it a good combination. Intellectual indecency 
and that other kind. (Three Plays, p. 86) 

Conrad must still have felt some difficulty in 

creating passionate scenes for his drama. Winnie wants to 

talk about Stevie, but Verloc wants to go upstairs: 

WINNIE. Well, well, Adolf, you have done some
thing. (Submits to MR. VERLOC'S arms round her 
neck, but MR. VERLOC still preoccupied.) I always 
told you that this boy would go through fire and 
water for you. And I must say you deserve it. 

MR. VERLOC. Well, then, give me a kiss. 

WINNIE (sullen, coquettish). Can't you wait the 
time for getting up the stairs? (Gives kiss.) 
After all these years. 

MR. VERLOC (sudden change of bearing, mutters 
bitterly). There is precious little time left— 
after all these years. (Three Dramas, p. 107) 

Conrad had never been able to handle a passionate scene 

very well, and the very fact that he added one to the play 

reveals an innovation in his writing. A second melodra

matic scene with an on-stage kiss is found in the fourth 

act: 
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WINNIE. You [Verloc] have a bad cold. You will 
feel different in a couple of days. You shouldn't 
make yourself a slave to all those foreign people. 
Nobody needs do that in this country, why should 
you? This business isn't so bad. You have a com
fortable home. (Pause.) And you are not tired of 
nie. (Takes his hand from behind and presses her 
lips to MR. VERLOC S forehead. MR. VERLOC grips the 
edges of chair with both hands while the kiss lasts. 
Clatter of shop door bell. They start apart. MR. 
VERLOC gets up heavily. Husky tone.) 

MR. VERLOC. You know how to hold me. (Three Plays, 
p. 150) 

It is true that Winnie never loved Verloc; and for Conrad, 

that part of the plot was a fortunate phenomenon. Had the 

love been real, he might have faced the same serious prob

lem in creating passionate scenes devoid of melodramatic 

overtones that he faced in "One Day More." 

The endings of the novel and the drama, however, 

provide one of the most significant of Conrad's changes. 

In the novel, Winnie commits suicide: 

"An impenetrable mystery seems destined to hang 
for ever over this act of madness and despair." 

Such were the end words of an item of news 
headed: "Suicide of Lady Passenger from a cross-
Channel Boat." (The Secret Agent, p. 307) 

In the drama, however, Conrad has Winnie live; but she is 

apparently insane. Winnie can think only of her exploded 

brother, and Inspector Heat can do little more than listen: 

WINNIE (sudden cry). Blood and dirt. 

'HEAT (pointing finger at PROFESSOR) . She has named 
it. 

CONSTABLE (at the door). A tidy lot has collected 
there already, sir. 
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HEAT (to PROFESSOR). Some day maybe a crowd will 
tear you to pieces. 

WINNIE (a wail). Nothing! Nothing but blood and 
dirt! 

PROFESSOR. Oh, yes. The vile crowd. The count
less multitude, unconscious, blind. . . . Well—let 
them! 

(CONSTABLE opens door a little. Exit PROFESSOR, 
and CONSTABLE shuts the door. Confused murmur 
of the crowd in the street.) 

STERN VOICE (outside). Pass on. . . . Pass along 
there! 

HEAT (to CONSTABLE). Nip out and bring a four-
v^eeler here as quick as you can. 

CONSTABLE. Yes, sir. (Exit. Murmur of crowd 
swells and dies.) 

WINNIE (despairing cry). No! That must never be! 
(HEAT turns to WINNIE at the sound.) 

STERN VOICE (outside). Pass along there! 

(HEAT, his hand on his chin, stands looking down 
profoundly at the crouching WINNIE.) 

CURTAIN 

With the dramatic ending, Winnie is left to wander—miser

able, impoverished, and alone. In a sense, the ending of 

the drama is far more melodramatic than the novel; and the 

drama ends with Winnie clearly established as the focal 

character. Life for her is far more pathetic than death 

would be. 

Conrad had first called The Secret Agent "Verloc"; 

but as he expanded the novel, he changed the title. Both 

titles were used in 1906. Between 1906 and 1920 (the date 
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of the stage version), Conrad had created most of his best 

women characters in such works as Under Western Eyes, 

"Freya of the Seven Isles," Chance, "Because of the Dollars," 

Victory, and The Arrow of Gold. He had probably worked and 

reworked The Secret Agent more than any other single piece 

of literature in his entire collection. Many of the changes 

that he made in the early manuscripts of the novel and many 

of the changes that he made in the drama have to do with 

his delineation of Winnie. 

Even though all three dramas were failures in the 

literary sense, as well as in the dramatic, they did serve 

a most important function for Conrad. During the time that 

he most needed experience in developing such characters as 

Winnie (of the novel), Natalia of Under Western Eyes, Mrs. 

Fyne and Flora of Chance, Lena of Victory, and Rita of The 

Arrow of Gold, he was experimenting with feminine dialogue 

in one or more of the three dramas which so keenly disap

pointed him. Along with the many other phenomena influenc

ing Conrad's treatment of women characters in his middle 

and late periods, his experiments with drama which required 

effective dialogue for feminine characters cannot be over

looked as significant influences which helped lay the foun

dation for the creation of his best feminine roles during 

the last half of his literary career. 



CHAPTER V 

THE WOMEN OF THE LAST FICTION 

Conrad's third and last period brings the threads 

of his entire collection of stories full circle. His last 

novels seem to be a microcosm of his great macrocosm of 

tales. Political stories, sea adventures, and island in

trigues all take their place in his grand finale; and among 

the most significant characters in the period are carefully 

developed women who have the faculties of love and reason. 

Possible explanations for this deepening interest in women 

characters may have been the rising suffrage movements and 

the outbreak of World War I, for Conrad's women prove out

spoken about both. 

The first woman of Conrad's last years is Lena of 

Victory (1914). Her straightforward honesty is probably 

her most outstanding virtue. Just after she meets Heyst, 

he asks, "'Do you sing as well as play?'" Her answer 

comes, "'Never sang a note in my life'" (Victory, p. 74). 

Conrad gives Lena a kind of nondescript character in much 

of the earlier portion of the novel. One carefully em

phasized example is the talent of singing: "She was clearly 

unaware of her voice. 'I don't remember that I ever had 

much reason to sing since I was little,' she added" (Vic

tory, pp. 74-75). It seems most important for Lena to be 

a waif who is not anywhere near nobility and who is almost 

140 
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a female drifter. Conrad hopes to make her background sor

did and as unattached as possible to nineteenth-century 

moral tradition: 

She was almost a child of the streets. Her father 
was a musician in the orchestras of small theatres. 
Her mother ran away from him while she was little, 
and the landladies of various poor lodging-houses 
had attended casually to her abandoned childhood. 
(Victory, p. 78) 

Shortly afterward, Lena relates her haphazard childhood 

to Heyst: "'And I am here,' she finished, 'with no one to 

care if I make a hole in the water the next chance I get 

or not'" (Victory, p. 78). 

After completely severing Lena from any strings 

which nineteenth-century Western Europe might hold on her, 

Conrad hastens to develop the already pliable character of 

Lena into a suitable partner for Heyst. She is freer of 

convention than any of his women thus far. He can give 

the love of Lena and Heyst the flippant suddenness typical 

of the new century. Heyst and Lena talk very personally 

after they have known each other for only a day or two: 

"You seem to have a very clear view of the 
situation," said Heyst, and received a warm, 
lingering kiss for this commendation. 

He discovered that to part from her was not 
such an easy matter as he had supposed it would 
be. 

"Upon my word," he said before they separated, 
"I don't even know your name." 

"Don't you? They call me Alma. I don't know 
why. Silly name! Magdalen too. It doesn't mat
ter; you can call me by whatever name you choose. 
Yes, you give me a name. Think of one you would 
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like the sound of—something quite new. How I 
should like to forget everything that has gone 
before, as one forgets a dream that's done with 
fright and all! i would try." (Victory, p. 88) 

Lena and Heyst do manage to escape into a world of isola

tion for a time, but not without the help of Mrs. Schomberg, 

wife of the hotel owner and perhaps representative of the 

women during the years of the suffrage movement. Conrad 

writes of her: 

Nobody had ever suspected her of having a mind, I 
mean even a little of it, I mean any at all. One 
was inclined to think of her as an It—an automa
ton, a very plain dummy, with an arrangement for 
bowing the head at times and smiling stupidly now 
and then. (Victory, p. 40) 

But she does have the intelligence to help Heyst and Lena 

escape to Samburam. 

The once-prosperous Samburam appears to be a Utopia 

for Lena and Heyst, the two detached people. For a time 

they can live in a kind of guiltless paradise, but the 

Utopia is soon shattered when evil (personified in the form 

of the men visiting Samburam) interrupts their lives. Con

rad writes of Lena: "It seemed to her that the man sitting 

there before her was an unavoidable presence, which had 

attended all her life. He was the embodied evil world" 

(Victory, p. 298). This embodied evil soon begins plant

ing fears and suggesting feelings of guilt, for Lena be

gins wondering whether Heyst is ashamed of her. Heyst 

continues asking Lena if she has let herself be seen by 

anyone. She fears that he wants to hide her as if she 
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were a prostitute; but really, Heyst hopes to protect her 

from the evil men: 

"You are certain you have not been seen so far?" 
he asked suddenly. 

The motionless head spoke. 

"How can I be certain? You told me you wanted 
me to keep out of the way. I kept out of the way. 
I didn't ask your reason. I thought you didn't want 
people to know that you had a girl like me about you." 

"What? ashamed?" cried Heyst. 

"It isn't what's right, perhaps—I mean for 
you—is it?" 

Heyst lifted his hands, reproachfully courteous. 

"I look upon it as so very much right that I 
couldn't bear the idea of any other than sympa
thetic, respectful eyes resting on you. I disliked 
and mistrusted these fellows from the first. (Vic
tory, pp. 326-327) 

Disorder comes when evil, embodied in the group of men, re

enters "Eden"; but the evil this time is man—not woman or 

a commonlaw marriage. M. C. Bradbrook has written of Lena; 

The reader is not allowed to forget Lena's origins: 
her accent betrays them in every sentence. Together, 
Heyst and Lena symbolise all that Conrad approved 
of—the power of rectitude and the power of love. 
They stand for humanity at large betrayed to evil, 
but uncorrupted, and in pathos and dignity their fate 
cannot be matched in all Conrad's work. 

For Lena and for Heyst the problem is not a feel

ing of self-imposed guilt. Richard Curie explains: 

M. C. Bradbrook. "The Hollow Men: Victory," The 
Art of Joseph Conrad: A Critical Symposium, ed. R. W. 
Stallman (East Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 
1960), p. 316. 
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For Lena there was the question, "Does he care for 
me as I care for him?", and for Heyst the problem 
of how to be more emotionally demonstrative so that 
she could see how deeply his heart was possessed by 
her. 2 

But evil lurks in Samburam. The dramatic irony builds to 

towering proportions near the end of the novel as Heyst 

suspects Lena of being untrue to him: 

"No doubt you acted from instinct, women have 
been provided with their own weapon. I was a dis
armed man, I have been a disarmed man all my life 
as I see it now. You may glory in your resource
fulness and your profound knowledge of yourself; 
but I may say that the other attitude, suggestive 
of shame, had its charm. For you are full of 
charm!" (Victory, p. 404) 

Conrad evidently believed that Lena had to die in 

order to prove her ultimate love and faithfulness to Heyst. 

In death she becomes a noble woman who dominates the narra

tive as Conrad's first heroine of a novel. He describes 

Lena most vividly as a heroine in her death scene: 

Her eyelids fluttered. She looked drowsily 
about, serene as if fatigued only by the exertions 
of her tremendous victory, capturing the very 
sting of death in the service of love. But her 
eyes became very wide awake when they caught 
sight of Ricardo's dagger, the spoil of van
quished death, which Davidson was still holding 
unconsciously. (Victory, p. 405) 

J. I. M. Stewart gives the victory to Heyst as the 

nineteenth century might have done: 

The individual can come to know and so to command 
himself only through an acceptance of life expressed 

^Richard Curie, Joseph Conrad and His Characters 
(London: Heinemann, 1957), p. 223. 
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through the acknowledgement of human relatedness 
and love. This is the knowledge which Heyst fi
nally achieves, and it is from his achieving it 
that the book takes its title."̂  

But Conrad gave the principal victory to Lena. F. W. Cushwa 

has recorded Mrs. Conrad's comment about Victory: 

I stood talking to the old gardener in low tones, 
v^en the window above me was thrown violently 
open, and Conrad thrust his head out. His voice 
was hoarse, and his appearance disheveled; the 
gardener lifted a scared face. "She's dead, Jess!" 
"Who?" I asked, suddenly feeling sick. "Why, Lena 
of course, and I have got the title; it is Victory." 
He flung the cigarette out of the window and mut
tered the injunction, "Don't come near me. I am 
going to lie down."^ 

Conrad was exhausted after developing so profound a femi

nine character who died such a noble death. He remarked 

in a note to the book a few years later: "[Although] I 

have lived longest with Heyst (or with him I call Heyst) 

it was at her, whom I call Lena, that I have looked the 

longest and with a most sustained attention" (Victory, p. 

xv). And it was in that same note that Conrad declared 

his heroine equal with any of his heroes: " . . . [ellipsis 

mine] when the moment came for her meeting with Heyst I 

felt that she would be heroically equal to every demand of 

the risky and uncertain future" (Victory, p. xvii). 

^J. I. M. Stewart, Eight Modern Writers (Oxford: 
The Clarendon Press, 1963), pp. 219-220. 

Frank W. Cushwa, An Introduction to Conrad (New 
York: The Odyssey Press, 1933), p. 238. 
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Lena's future did prove her to be a woman who was 

free from stereotyped attitudes, who had a strong charac

ter, and who had the capacity to know the meaning of sacri

fice. 

Female characters appear in Conrad's next three 

short works: The Shadow-Line (1915), a novelette, and "The 

Warrior's Soul" (1916) and "The Tale" (1916), two short 

stories. Although Conrad seems to have worked rather dili

gently to fit these few women into the stories, all three 

works could have been written without them. It is curious 

that Conrad's depiction of the three women in these works 

suggests that they are prostitutes, for prostitutes figure 

significantly in Conrad's development of feminine charac

ters who are of major importance to his narratives. In 

these three stories, however, the roles played by women, 

even if such women are prostitutes, are relatively minor. 

It seems that Conrad merely wanted to include some feminine 

roles in these stories or that he was experimenting with 

technique. 

In the first of these three works. The Shadow-Line, 

the dead captain was known to have spent far too much time 

ashore with a woman, and the narrator describes a photo

graph of the two. Note especially the lines of description 

about the women. Conrad never calls any of the women char

acters prostitutes, but suggestions imply illicit love: 
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There he sat with his hands reposing on his knees, 
bald, squat, grey, bristly, recalling a wild boar 
somehow; and by his side towered an awful, mature, 
white female with rapacious nostrils and a cheaply 
ill-omened stare in her enormous eyes. She was 
disguised in some semi-oriental, vulgar, fancy cos
tume. She resembled a low-class medium or one of 
those women who tells fortunes by cards for half-a-
crown. And yet she was striking. A professional 
sorceress from the slums. It was incomprehensible. 
There was something awful in the thought that she 
was the last reflection of the world of passion for 
the fierce soul which seemed to look at one out of 
the sardonically savage face of that old seaman. 
(The Shadow-Line, p. 59) 

In the second of the three short works, "The War

rior's Soul," the Russian, Tomassov, is in France during 

one of the wars; and he meets the man who warns him of the 

approaching war between France and Russia. The meeting 

takes place accidentally at the salon of a French lady, 

amd the plot of the story omits the woman thereafter. Her 

graces and charms are discussed at length by Tomassov, how

ever. It is interesting to note that Conrad here has 

Tomassov as narrator discuss the woman. By using this 

technique, Conrad avoids giving his own point of view about 

her. Conrad has Tomassov mention that her court or callers 

were mostly men and that she was neither young nor old; 

then he adds: "But Tomassov, I must say, kept such details 

out of his discourses wonderfully well" (Tales of Hearsay, 

p. 8) . The lines which describe her as "not young, not 

old" and those which reveal that she had "mostly men callers" 
« 

tend to imply that she is a professional woman of some sort, 

perhaps a prostitute. Conrad, however, does not choose to 
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develop that aspect of the story. His treatment of women 

is becoming much more honest than it was in his earlier 

fiction, and the character delineations of his waifs are 

becoming less artificial and less hidden. 

His sex scenes in "The Tale" (1916) become the most 

suggestive ones between Victory and The Arrow of Gold. 

Here, again, the woman is not necessary to the plot. She 

is simply added at the beginning and at the end; she asks 

for a tale from the soldier whom she is entertaining and 

thanks him when he has finished. As the story opens, Con

rad's technique resembles the "fade in," "fade out" treat

ment of a sex scene in a modern movie: 

He stood over her a moment, masculine and mys
terious in his immobility, before he sat down on 
a chair near by. He could see only the faint oval 
of her upturned face and, extended on her black 
dress, her pale hands, a moment before abandoned 
to his kisses and now as if too weary to move. 
(Tales of Hearsay, p. 59) 

Phrases like "irresistible tide of the night," "whispering 

of a man's voice, passionately interrupted and passionately 

renewed," and "a shadowy couch holding a shadowy suggestion 

of a reclining woman" (Tales of Hearsay, p. 59) suggest 

strongly that the soldier who tells the tale is with a 

woman of loose morals. 

Since the tale has nothing to do with women, here 

again the woman is really not necessary for the plot of 

the whole story. However, her existence does add the fla

vor of the twentieth-century decadence found about the 
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of World War I; and it helps point out the mental dilemma 

in the mind of the soldier. He has become a kind of "An

cient Mariner" who is so involved in telling his tale that 

he has lost his desire to make love: 

He rose. The woman on the couch got up and 
threw her arms around his neck. Her eyes put two 
gleams in the deep shadow of the room. She knew 
his passion for truth, his horror of deceit, his 
humanity. 

"Oh, my poor, poor—" 

"I shall never know," he repeated, sternly, 
disengaged himself, pressed her hands to his lips, 
and went out. (Tales of Hearsay, pp. 80-81) 

Victory and the three short stories from Tales of 

Hearsay that follow it obviously help pave the way for Con

rad's great struggle to produce Rita, a modern woman, in 

The Arrow of Gold (1918). In almost every respect, she is 

liberated; and in fact, she is many times more aggressive 

in the world of love and war than are many men. She is 

definitely not a housewife or a homebody. She is involved 

in espionage, gun-running, managing large sums of money, 

and keeping a large estate intact. Rita is described as 

fearless and brave: "She seems to have a fearless streak 

in her nature" (The Arrow of Gold, p. 52). On another 

occasion, she is described as powerful: 

"She could get a whole army over the frontier 
if she liked. She could get herself admitted into 
the Foreign Office at one o'clock in the morning 
if it so pleased her. Doors fly open before the 
heiress of Mr. Allegre. She has inherited the old 
friends, the old connections. . . . Of course, if 
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she were a toothless old woman . . . But, you see, 
she isn't." (The Arrow of Gold, p. 55) 

Conrad consistently reminds his readers of Rita's 

beauty and her power. He uses lavish tones and colors to 

describe her: "She was rosy like some impressive statue 

in a desert in the flush of the dawn" (The Arrow of Gold, 

p. 101). His description gives her qualities which are 

superior to those of men: "At the last step she raised 

her eyelids, treated us to an exhibition of teeth as daz

zling as Mr. Blunt's and looking even stronger" (The Arrow 

of Gold, p. 67). 

Besides having charm, money, and intelligence, Rita 

is an aggressive lover. Once again, Victorianism has to 

give way to the new order. Conrad writes of her liberated 

sensuality: 

And this rapidly growing familiarity (truly, she 
had a terrible gift of it) had all the varieties 
of earnestness; serious, excited, ardent, and even 
gay. She laughed in contralto; but her laugh was 
never very long; and when it had ceased, the 
silence of the room with the light dying in all 
its many windows seemed to lie about me warmed by 
its vibration. (The Arrow of Gold, p. 93) 

Conrad is careful never to call Rita a mistress or 

a prostitute, but he spends much time telling of her af

fairs with the wealthy Allegre and of the inheritance of 

his entire estate. It was not uncommon for women to be 

involved with government leaders and political schemes dur-

ing the time in which the novel is set; yet Victorian tra

ditions were still strong enough to impose at least the 
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appearance of sanctions against women whose behavior seemed 

to flaunt those traditions. Jerry Allen in The Thunder and 

the Sunshine was noted: 

The Victorian frame of the times dictated decorous 
behavior, but behind the mask of propriety the 
mistresses of Kings, of Pretenders, and of States
men, held share in the power of the men who loved 
them.^ 

Certainly Rita held much power. In the same section of 

the biography, Allen goes on to point out the Victorian 

sham attempted for the sake of Allegre's name: 

Some, to cover the impropriety of her pres
ence among them, hastily circulated a story that 
Rita was the great man's "adopted" daughter. It 
was a pretence soon dropped as she continued to 
ride with him in the Bois each morning "through 
three successive Parisian springtimes," joined ^ 
by many of the most distinguished men in Paris. 

Rita did not want a cover for her actions. She lived dur

ing a time in which the last Victorian censorships were 

giving way to an intellectual honesty. Her personal life 

helps illustrate this change in the times. She smokes 

cigarettes profusely throughout the novel; and at one time, 

Mrs. Blunt, the American, says about her son and Rita: 

"She intimidates him" (The Arrow of Gold, p. 190). 

• Rita's freedom does not come easily, for she has 

to manage (very unexpectedly) the affairs of her late 

^Jerry Allen, The Thunder and the Sunshine (New 
York: G. P. Putnam's, 1958), p. 101. 

^Ibid., p. 113. 
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lover, Allegre. Paul Wiley has pointed out that Rita has 

to descend with the treasure "into the open market of the 

world" after Allegre's death."̂  It is interesting to note 

that she manages, rather well, the fortune hunters, the 

blackmailers, and the adventurers. Perhaps she is ready 

for anything because of her earlier experiences of child

hood. Her early life had certainly not been an easy one, 

and in no way is she thrown unaware into a world of trouble. 

The nineteenth-century attitudes about both women 

and religion which influence Rita are sharply drawn out in 

the novel. Rita's sister, Therese, is the epitome of the 

Victorian smugness of the era. She has lived for years in 

the most remote part of Europe with an old uncle who is the 

parish priest. She wears a "rosary at her waist," loved 

"real money," had a "brown, dry face," wore a "nun-like 

dress," and was forever "prayerful" (The Arrow of Gold, p. 

40) . In most ways she is an excellent foil for Rita, for 

she is none of the things that her sister portrays. Be

cause of the sharp contrasts drawn between the two women, 

Rita becomes even more beautiful than Conrad could possibly 

have described her in straightforward diction. He carefully 

points out the sister's contrasting characteristics: 

7 
Paul L. Wiley, "The Knight: Man in Eden: The 

Arrow of Gold," The Art of Joseph Conrad: A Critical Sym
posium, ed. R. W. Stallman (East Lansing: Michigan State 
University Press, 1960), p. 319. 
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The mere thought of those two women being sisters 
aroused one's wonder. Physically they were alto
gether of different design. It was also the dif
ference between living tissue of glowing loveliness 
with a divine breath, and a hard hollow figure of 
baked clay. (The Arrow of Gold, p. 121) 

Conrad continuously depicts the smugness of Therese with 

rather interesting irony. At one time, when some dancing 

girls are living in her room, she says that their father 

is very strict with them because "it [dancing] seems to be 

such a sinful occupation" (The Arrow of Gold, p. 139). At 

another time, she refers to Rita as one who "must be 

leagued with the Devil" (The Arrow of Gold, p. 235) . The 

interesting irony of the whole treatment is that Therese 

falls in love with any man, so long as he is a young man. 

Rita says of her sister: "'She likes young men. The 

younger the better'" (The Arrow of Gold, p. 121). Rita, 

however, prefers older men. 

Conrad uses as much irony in relating Rita's child

hood as he did in describing Therese's attention to the 

young men and her religious experiences. Rita is treated 

sympathetically, however. From the beginning of her life 

at the rectory, she was treated as a sinner. Rita, reminis

cent of the past, muses: "There were no looking-glasses in 

the Presbytery but uncle had a piece not bigger than two 

hands for his shaving. On Sunday I crept into the room 

and had a peep at myself" (The Arrow of Gold, p. 110). She 

was expected to live the penitent life at all times, and 

she was constantly told of her sinful ways. She says of 
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her life: 

"I believe I was never good enough to be told these 
things [what her real mother was like]. Therese 
decided that I was a lump of wickedness, and now 
she believes that I will lose my soul altogether 
unless I take some steps to save it." (The Arrow 
of Gold, p. 113) 

With the constant harrassment about religion and the ever-

present fear of Hell, it is no wonder that Rita says, about 

religion, that she had "'no particular taste that way'" 

(The Arrow of Gold, p. 113). 

When Rita returns to the Presbytery years later, 

she is treated as an even greater sinner. Her sister man

ages to keep her out of the Presbytery, where Rita finds 

not even a goat with which to establish solidarity. In 

childhood she had tended the goats, and Conrad is careful 

to portray the ironic imagery of Rita and the goats. The 

only topic of conversation seems to be Hell and its fires— 

the sheep on one side, the goats on the other. Rita says 

of her uncle: 

"What sternness! We were off a little way already 
when his heart softened and he shouted after me in 
a terrible voice: 'The road to Heaven is repentence!' 
and then after a silence, again the great shout 'Re
pentence!' thundered after me." (The Arrow of Gold, 
p..115) 

With passages like the one previously cited, Conrad makes 

Rita a strong woman in overcoming this fanaticism of her 

uncle. She has gained fame, wealth, and political signifi

cance; but most of all, she has overcome a childhood which 

could easily have destroyed all her sense of earthly values 
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Conrad does not become involved with the morality of Rita's 

life. He is concerned for her development as a human be

ing in a world which could still be exceptionally smug and 

austere. Her very life seems to symbolize a triumph of 

the twentieth century over a decadent and dying nineteenth-

century code of morals. Rita is free. 

Thus, Conrad's most carefully delineated feminine 

character has been created. Never again would he portray 

such a woman. One wonders why Conrad chose to wait so 

long to develop Rita, but the answer is by no means a simple 

one. Perhaps Rita's characterization might be attributed 

to any number of factors: the end of a conservative cen

tury, the war-torn years, or Conrad's own struggle to be

come far enough removed from the actual events to discuss 

them objectively. The question is an unanswerable one, 

but speculation seems to support all three causes. Be

tween the years of 1870 and 1880 when the story actually 

took place, the people would not have been able to accept 

the burlesque of religion, the violation of marriage vows, 

or the creation of women more powerful than men. Likewise, 

World War I loosened attitudes toward women. They were 

needed to work in factories and in public offices. Any 

period of large-scale war tends to break down some of the 

orthodox views of morality and ethics, and although the 

setting for The Arrow of Gold was in the nineteenth century, 

Conrad wrote the work near the end of the First World War. 
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He writes in his Note to the book: 

The Arrow of Gold is my first after-the-war publi
cation. The writing of it was begun in the autumn 
of 1917 and finished in the summer of 1918. Its 
memory is associated with that of the darker hour 
of the war, which, in accordance with the well known 
proverb, preceded the dawn—the dawn of peace. 
(The Arrow of Gold, p. vii) 

The war undoubtedly pulled England together and helped 

develop tolerance among her people. Many of the smaller 

issues of Victorian smugness gave way to the presence of 

something much stronger. The power of darkness would bring 

light; and for Conrad, the age was a growing period of 

honesty and intellectual freedom. 

Perhaps the last reason for Conrad's delayed crea

tion of Rita was a personal one. The extent of the auto

biography and the extent of the fiction in the work are 

greatly disputed; but most of the biographers have marked 

faith in the actuality of the events. Conrad gave a vague 

hint in his Preface about the autobiographical elements 

of his novel when he wrote: 

In plucking the fruit of memory one runs the 
risk of spoiling its bloom, especially if it has 
got to be carried into the market-place. This 
being the product of my private garden my reluc-
tamce can be easily understood; and though some 
critics have expressed their regret that I had 
not written this book fifteen years earlier I do 
not share that opinion. If I took it up so late 
in life it is because the right moment had not 
arrived till then. (The Arrow of Gold, p. viii) 

Jerry'Allen points out that Conrad was very young when he 

experienced the affair with the woman who was the proto

type of Rita: 
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Yet within twelve months he was to be initiated 
into the "life of passion," to fight a duel of his 
own, to carry away the "incurable wound" of a love 
that forty-two years later could still bring an
guish to a man past sixty.° 

Osborn Andreas believes that much of the love affair, as 

well as the duel, brought the impact necessary for Conrad's 
9 

own attainment of adulthood; and if this speculation be 

true, then Conrad would have needed to mature before writ

ing the novel. It is quite possible that the love affair 

had been in Conrad's mind since its happening. He may have 

felt a certain kind of liberation in being able to write 

about it because the treatment of a feminine character, 

seen through Rita, was the final release of his feelings 

about women. The struggle from 1870 to 1918 was finally 

over, and a woman had won her rightful place in his litera

ture. Even at the end of the novel, M. George, who is 
10 

undoubtedly Conrad, allows Rita to nurse him back to 

health after fighting the duel for her; but after this, 

Rita leaves him forever because other men would try to kill 

M. George for her and the fortune. Regardless of her love 

for M. George, she can sacrifice her own desires for him. 

p 

Allen, op. cit., p. 101. 
9 
Osborn Andreas, Joseph Conrad: A Study in Non-

Conformity (New York: Philosophical Library, 1959), p. 
175. 

Jerry Allen, The Sea Years of Joseph Conrad 
(Garden City: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1965), pp. 61 
ff. Allen contends that Conrad is M. George. 
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Thus, Rita emerges as the personification of strength at 

the end of the story. 

Conrad's next work. The Rescue (1919), does not 

have so striking a woman as Rita, but Edith Travers has as 

much importance as any of his feminine characters since she 

is so vital for Conrad's development of plot. Early in 

the novel, Lingard tells Shaw about an incident in which 

he nearly started a war over trying to rescue a woman. 

This story so impressed Shaw that he found an analogy be

tween it and the classical Helen. Shaw exclaims: "'But 

to fight ten years. And for a woman!'" (The Rescue, p. 

22) . The dialogue between the two men continues, first 

Lingard and then Shaw: 

"I have read the tale in a book," said Lingard, 
speaking down over the side as if setting the words 
gently afloat upon the sea. "I have read the tale. 
She was very beautiful." 

"That only makes it worse, sir—if anything. 
You may depend on it she was no good. Those pa
gan times will never come back, thank God. Ten 
years of murder and unrighteousness! And for a 
woman! Would anybody do it now? Would you do it, 
sir? Would you—" (The Rescue, pp. 22-23) 

Lingard's story is so old that it seems of little impor

tance to him at the time. His remembrance of it, the echo 

of the slanted Helen story, and the message that Mrs. 

Travers is aboard the yacht all foreshadow feminine in

volvement which will be developed in the novel. A few 

hundred pages later, Lingard seems to have been willing to 

do almost anything for Mrs. Travers: 
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Then brusquely he picked up the lamp and went to 
seek Mrs. Travers. He went to seek her because 
he actually needed her bodily presence, the sound 
of her voice, the dark, clear glance of her eyes. 
(The Rescue, p. 335) 

Shaw's earlier discussion of women and his references to 

the Helen myth fit into the novel now and have significant 

meanings. Near the end of the novel, Conrad writes of 

Lingard: 

It seemed to him [Lingard] that till Mrs. Travers 
Ccime to stand by his side he had never known what 
truth and courage and wisdom were. With his eyes 
on her face and having been told that in her eyes 
he appeared worthy of being both commanded and en
treated, he felt an instant of complete content, 
a moment of, as it were, perfect emotional repose. 
(The Rescue, p. 341) 

Lingard's real reason for fighting was to help the 

native ruler and his sister regain the throne, but he for

got all that when he realized his feeling for Mrs. Travers. 

In the last half of The Rescue, Conrad raises the moral 

issue: Lingard must decide whether he will keep his word 

to his native friends or follow his sudden love for Mrs. 

Travers. Thomas Moser has pointed out that there is really 

never a choice since the native rulers are already hostages: 

Moral responsibility for the disastrous outcome of 
The Rescue would seem to lie with Mrs. Travers, who 
conceals Jttrgenson's message to Lingard, and per
haps more seriously with Lingard himself, for lov
ing and trusting such an unworthy person. 

' Thomas Moser, "On The Rescue," The Art of Joseph 
Conrad: A Critical Symposium, ed. R. W. Stallman (East 
Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 1960), p. 325. 
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Although Mrs. Travers at first seems to be to blame, she 

is excused in that Lingard says he would have done nothing 

had she given him the message she was told to. In this 

way, Conrad's characters are twentieth-century figures 

struggling in a world out of order, destined by fate; and 

whether intentionally or not, Conrad's heroine of the novel 

is excused of any responsibility for the disastrous end. 

Hugh Pendexter has noted: 

It is Lingard's tragedy that the attempt to 
live in both worlds costs him the loss of both 
worlds, for the explosion of the Emma deprives 
him of his war supplies, of his closest allies 
(Hassim, Immada, Jaffir, and Jttrgenson) and of 
the respect of the native chiefs. At the same 
time the realization that his involvement with 
Mrs. Travers has cost him not only his expedition 
but also his sense of honor—he is convinced that 
even had the ring been delivered he would not 
have responded to it—he has lost all desire for 
her in his grief and shame.•'•2 

The earlier stories of the Frenchman's woman and of the 

troublesome Helen sound a note of irony now, for Lingard 

has also fallen victim tô  a woman. Although Conrad does 

not treat Mrs. Travers sympathetically, neither does he 

give her the responsibility for what has happened. His 

interest lies in Lingard's tragedy and in rescuing him 

from the shallowness of Mrs. Travers. The story belongs 

to Lingard, but it has taken a woman to develop it, a de

vice which Conrad would not have found as useful in his 

12 
Hugh Pendexter, III, "Techniques of Suspense in 

Conrad," The CEA Critic, XXVIII (February, 1966), 11. 
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earlier works. It may be for this reason that Conrad, hav

ing begun The Rescue in 1896, worked on it only occasion-

13 
ally for twenty-five years. 

Just as Conrad is slow to develop the character of 

Mrs. Travers, so is he slow to develop the character of 

Arlette in The Rover (1922). Although there is no indica

tion that he spent the number of years creating Arlette 

that he spent in creating Mrs. Travers, he writes in the 

early part of the novel: 

Peyrol had no contempt for women. He had seen 
them love, suffer, endure, riot, and even fight for 
their own hand, very much like men. Generally with 
men and women you had to be on your guard, but in 
some ways women were more to be trusted. (The 
Rover, p. 88) 

Peyrol has an open attitude about women which is almost 

nonchalant, but one who will challenge him has not come 

into his life until he meets Arlette. In some ways, Peyrol 

is like Conrad. He is a seaman, apart from the world of 

women until he retires. Arlette gives him the vitality 

she has and helps him to better understand all women; but 

Real is the man Arlette loves, and the love is mutually 

shared. However, circumstances seem to prevent marriage. 

Arlette's Aunt Catherine represents a kind of old order. 

Her niece has been in the terror of the French Revolution, 

has perhaps (out of fear) helped kill her own parents, and 

13 
Andreas, op. cit., p. 179. 
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has undoubtedly lost her virginity. A man has brought her 

home from the horrible events which took the life of her 

parents, and he most likely is one of the terrorists who 

helped execute them. Scevola, hoping to marry Arlette and 

acquire the estate, lives in her home long after the revo

lution. However, she is in love with Real, not Scevola. 

Catherine cannot find a God who could forgive Arlette of 

her past. For Catherine, her niece has but one alternative-

a convent. She begs Real to leave while Arlette is asleep: 

"You will go. You know," the voice continued in
flexibly, "she is my niece, and you know that there 
is death in the folds of her skirt and blood about 
her feet. She is for no man." (The Rover, p. 225) 

Real attempts to leave, but Peyrol interrupts the plans. 

Real is a lieutenant for Napoleon, and his mission is to 

be caught deliberately by the English so that he can give 

them false French documents. It is at this point that 

Peyrol sees a place for himself. He sacrifices his life 

by posing as Real; he tricks Real and sails without him 

during which time he is captured and killed along with 

Scevola. The obstacles are thus removed so that Real can 

marry Arlette, a woman strong enough to overcome both her 

environment and her past. 

Conrad's last work. Suspense, remains unfinished, 

but enough exists to create an exciting story. There are 

three 'distinct character groups in the novel: Cosmo (a 

young English nobleman) and Adele (a penniless French lady) 
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represent a kind of new order; Sir Charles (father of Cosmo) 

and Henrietta (daughter of Sir Charles) hold to the old 

order; and M. de Montrevesso represents the rising middle 

class. It is on Adele that the center of interest seems 

to focus. She has been of a noble family in Paris before 

the Revolution, but she is left penniless in England. Her 

parents still try to maintain social position, but their 

efforts are most difficult because of their poverty. It 

is Adele who sacrifices herself in order to secure money 

for her family. M. de Montevesso is a nouveau riche; and 

with his money, Adele saves the family. The decision to 

marry is her own, something quite out of keeping with the 

custom. Her whole life seems to.change afterward. Al

though she never loves her husband, she remains dutiful. 

Cosmo and his family have befriended Adele and her parents 

during the Revolution; and years later as Cosmo visits 

the again wealthy Adele, she discusses her plight. It is 

interesting to note that she has come to know a man's 

world and to accept its responsibilities: 

"Oh Cosmo," she exclaimed suddenly, "I am a 
hardened woman now, but I assure you that some
times when I remember the girl of sixteen I was, 
without an evil thought in her head and in her 
ignorance surrounded by the basest slanderers and 
intrigues, tears come into my eyes. And since 
the baseness of selfish passions I have seen seeth
ing round the detestable glory of that man in 
Elba, it seems to me that there is nowhere any 
honesty on earth—nowhere!" (Suspense, pp. 148-
149) 

Adele found her way into the world, but Henrietta perhaps 
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never would. She had wanted her brother to write to her 

about his experience during the continental tour, but Cosmo 

finds it quite difficult. She understands little. Cosmo 

muses: "Even to describe the world outwardly was not an 

easy task—to Henrietta" (Suspense, p. 70). The brief 

comments about Henrietta simply emphasize her being a foil 

to Adele, whose strength of character is thereby more clearly 

delineated. She is a woman who is aware of the circiom-

stances, just as Lena and Rita were. 

Thus, Conrad's last works are still about the sea, 

island intrigues, battles, and high adventures; but with 

the numerous experiences that a lifetime had brought, one 

of his most outstanding developments was the gradual in

filtration of strong-willed women into his stories once 

reserved for brave men. 



CONCLUSION 

During Conrad's early writing career, he knew little 

about nineteenth-century Western European attitudes and cus

toms pertaining to drawing-room society; and during those 

early years, he did not seek sophisticated society which 

might have introduced him to typical English women. His 

early years had been devoted almost exclusively to the sea 

which was a man's world. Conrad seems to have been inter

ested only in the action and involvement of individuals 

which the sea seemed to offer. Writing about typical later-

Victorian novels, R. C. K. Ensor says: 

Themes of masculine adventure, such as had been 
prominent in the previous generation, passed now 
into the background; the adventure of sex, seen 
increasingly through the heroine's rather than the 
hero's eyes, took their place. Conrad is the ex
ception; but Conrad, a foreigner who had come into 
English letters later in life, remained in some 
ways a little archaic.-'-

As Lord David Cecil has pointed out, Conrad was interested 

in "men of action and of violence, soldiers, sailors, 
2 

criminal adventurers, revolutionaries." 

As a result of Conrad's childhood experiences (dis

cussed in Chapter One) and his early experiences at sea. 

R. C. K. Ensor, England, 1870-1914, Vol. XIV of 
The Oxford History of England, ed. Sir George Clark (Ox
ford: The Clarendon Press, 1952), pp. 548-549. 

^Lord David Cecil, The Fine Art of Reading (New 
York: The Bobbs-Merrill Company, Inc., 1957), p. 180. 
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it was natural for Conrad to base his female characters on 

the women he knew best: primitives and savages, those 

associated with sea trade and seaports, and a few in French 

coastal towns. Significantly, in the early works, none of 

the women are English. They fall into several classifica

tions which were to develop between 1894 and 1903; and 

though there is a gradual development of women characters 

in the first few works, Conrad's treatment of women is very 

slight. 

Conrad's first women characters were island natives 

who were not required to reason and whose primary function 

in the novels was to create problems for men in a man's 

world. He was not yet capable of writing about typical 

English women. He had to write from experience, and he had 

not yet left the sea when he began writing Almayer's Folly. 

Characters such as Nina and Mrs. Almayer are the epitome 

of savagery, but their depiction in Almayer's Folly was by 

no means Conrad's only treatment of the savage woman. Be

tween 1894 and 1899 he also created Alssa in An Outcast 

of the Islands and the savage woman in Heart of Darkness. 

Although there is some overlapping of dates and works, a 

gradual increase in the number and importance of feminine 

roles may be seen within the progression of dates. Between 

1897 and 1900, Conrad created two jungle women who were 

rising from the level of savagery. They still caused men 

trouble, but it was not their own fault. In "The Lagoon," 
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Diamelen, although she never speaks, represents good; and 

Jewel, in Lord Jim, devotes her life to Jim. 

The third stage of development in the early period, 

1896 to 1901, includes the submissive women who eventually 

act. Joanna Da Souza, in An Outcast of the Islands, creates 

many of her own problems by waiting too long to act; Susan 

in "The Idiots," eventually kills her husband; Mrs. Hervey 

in "The Return" leaves her husband forever because she can

not stand his simple, trite Victorian platitudes. These 

women are beginning to act, but only when the plot forced 

them to do so. It is still the men who reason most. Dur

ing the early period, only one exception exists—Madame 

Le Vaille, mother of Susan in "The Idiots."- She is Con

rad's first business woman, and he treats her more as a man 

than as a woman. She is always seeing about her estates 

or receiving men on business. She has apparently freed her

self from male -supremacy sometime before the action of the 

short story begins; yet Conrad is unable to depict a com

plete feminist. It is not her life with which the reader 

is concerned; and Conrad seems to give her a nondescript, 

sexless, business woman's role. 

Near the end of Conrad's early treatment of women 

characters (1898-1902) came his mother-types and Victorians. 

In "Youth," Mrs. Beard, who is treated kindly, mends a 

sailor's (Conrad's) clothes; in Heart of Darkness, the In

tended, who is perhaps treated ironically, waits a lifetime 
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for a man who never returns; and Bessie, in "To-morrow," 

spends her life attending a doting, babyish old father who 

demands all her attentions. 

These early women seem undesirable and atypical of 

the average Western European woman. It is not until the 

middle period of Conrad's literary career that women begin 

to emerge, perhaps not as equals, but as individuals; and 

it is also significant that Conrad's interests are turning 

from sea to land during this middle period. Once this 

change is accomplished, he becomes more acutely aware 

of women, who usually fall into three types: those liber

ated (by varying degrees), those lonely because of men, 

and those who risked their lives for men. 

Conrad's liberated women are the most interesting 

types in the middle period, and he seems to have given 

each of them individual traits of liberation. Mrs. Gould, 

the first woman of the middle period to acquire some de

gree of liberation, is active in her role as first lady in 

an extremely backward South American village. She seems 

to fit the middle attitude about women (discussed in Chap

ter One) because her role was not an inferior one, but one 

separate from her husband's. Conrad's ironic treatment of 

her victorianisms is usually handled subtly. Seldom is 

it heavier than references relating her to the outmoded 

Victorian furniture she lives with. Antonia, on the other 

hand, assumes more freedom than Mrs. Gould. Through this 
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portrayal of Antonia's freedom, Conrad is ironically at

tacking the Victorian mores. Conrad explains that she can 

read any book she chooses and that she can stand unchaper-

oned on a terrace with a man during the late evening. 

Neither one of the women is truly liberated, but each senses 

the freedoms offered by the new century. 

The degree of liberation grows with Winnie's treat

ment in The Secret Agent; but when she rids herself of 

Verloc, she does not know how to handle her new freedom. 

She is an in-between character—between two centuries in 

plot and between early and late Conrad in his own personal 

development as a writer. Winnie is far from being a Mrs. 

Almayer; but unlike Rita of the last period, she can not 

act when men cease to call the moves. She is a "free 

woman," but ironically it is freedom that destroys her. 

Natalia of Under Western Eyes is forced to act, as 

is Winnie, but the causes are different. Winnie's actions 

have been less admirable than Natalia's since she has al

lowed hatred to replace reason, whereas Natalia never 

ceases to have full use of her analytical mind. She does 

not volunteer for her work in a man's world, but she handles 

it well. Conrad is slowly preparing the way to describe 

more accurately the women in his later works, but he can

not y^t draw women who can assume a role superior to men. 

Conrad presents Natalia as a woman who does not 

seek the involvement in the world she finds herself engaged 
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in. The treatment of Flora in Chance is similar. However, 

the evolutionary development of feminine characterization 

is readily apparent when the reader compares the problems 

and the struggles of the two women. It seems for a time 

that Flora will lose her will to live; but at the very 

last, she overcomes her past. Natalia has problems of a 

secondary nature: she is concerned about her brother. 

Flora's problems, however, are her own; they are primary. 

Conrad heightens suspense by waiting to redeem Flora until 

the very end of the novel when she is described as a 

"brick." This vivid characterization of Flora is an ob

vious sign of Conrad's growing awareness of his feminine 

characterizations. 

Each of the women just mentioned (Mrs. Gould, An

tonia, Winnie, Natalia, and Flora) move toward being freed 

from the mores of Victorian conventions. But there is a 

mean in becoming liberated which the women must attain. 

Two women, both of Chance, go to excesses. They must, it 

seems, be treated as liberated women; but their roles in 

the novels are not fully developed. They do not function 

as a part of the overall struggle of women characters, but 

rather as foils for the reasonable women of the novels. 

Conrad goes to great lengths to make Mrs. Fyne masculine 

and the governess prudish as well as corrupt, but his treat

ment of other aspects of their characterization is limited. 

For example, although Marlow tells about Mrs. Fyne, Conrad 
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avoids describing her directly. Leo Gurko finds Conrad's 

avoidance of a discussion about Mrs. Fyne's "motivation 

from within" a weakness: 

This is a surprisingly superficial procedure for 
Conrad, especially since Mrs. Fyne's motivation is 
what determines so much of the later action. Con
rad thus blurs the sharpness of a portrait other
wise effective and even of symbolic import in antici
pating the unsexed female common after the First 
World War.-̂  

Other themes appear during the middle period, and 

they involve both lonely women and women who devote their 

lives to men. These women are not continuations of the 

evolving feminine figure of the period; they are not even 

leading character types. They are simply characters Con

rad did not choose to place in dominant roles, and they do 

not seem to influence greatly his changing mode in the 

treatment of women. The Viola girls of Nostromo are tied 

to conventions of their own age, but they are far over

shadowed as characters by Antonia. They are memorable 

primarily because they become lonely when Nostromo is killed 

Both Alice of "A Smile of Fortune" and Freya of "Freya of 

the Seven Isles" fall in love with men who go to sea and 

never return. The Viola girls, and Alice and Freya are not 

characters of much action. The one function of these women 

in the overall scheme of Conrad's writing of the middle 

3 
Leo Gurko, Giant in Exile (New York: MacMillan Company, 1962), p. 203. 
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period may be to serve as foils to women like Flora and 

Natalia, who meet the demands of their century in Conrad's 

later works. 

One reason for the more carefully delineated femi

nine roles Conrad developed for his novels during the mid

dle and last periods may be attributed to his experimenta

tion with short stories. Even though they are not so im

portant as the novels and are often considered minor in 

general Conradian scholarship, the short stories cannot be 

overlooked in the development of Conrad's treatment of 

women characters. The short stories often served as writing 

exercises and literary experiments for the author's major 

works. Of the twenty-eight short stories that Conrad wrote 

(Heart of Darkness is here considered as a novel), exactly 

half (fourteen) fall in his middle literary period. Except 

in "The Idiots," "Amy Foster," and "To-morrow," the women 

found in Conrad's early short stories are silent, very 

secondary to the plot, or necessary only to reveal a mascu

line attribute. As Conrad approached his second literary 

period, he began to use drastic experimentation with his 

short stories. Before he wrote Nostromo, his first work 

of the middle period, he had experimented with strong 

feminine roles in "Amy Foster" and "To-morrow," both of 

v^ich were written during the year or two preceding the 

middle literary period. It is significant that before he 

created Winnie of The Secret Agent, he wrote "The Brute," 
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"Caspar Ruiz," "An Anarchist," and "The Informer"; and with 

the exception of "The Informer," women play strong roles in 

these stories. Before the end of Conrad's vast middle 

literary period, he had tried many different techniques in 

his short stories; and most of the stories during the period 

ran the gamut from melodramas to ghost stories. Conrad's 

three novels treating women most significantly are Chance, 

Victory, and The Arrow of Gold; and most of the short 

stories had been finished before these novels were written. 

Conrad had learned what not to use as well as what was val

uable in creating domestic situations. For example, he 

found that satire was not his best style after trying the 

technique in "The Return"; and he discovered that ghost 

stories were awkward for him to write after attempting to 

create one with "The Inn of the Two Witches." It would 

most likely have been impossible for Conrad to create good 

domestic plots in his later novels had he not had the many 

experiences of success and failure with the short stories 

and especially the short stories of the middle literary 

period. 

Conrad's last women characters are truly of the 

twentieth-century in that they are completely aware that 

they do not have all the answers. The problems still exist, 

but women share them as do the men. Jerry Allen in The Sea 

Years of Joseph Conrad writes: 
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One reason for the "eminent place in international 
letters which is his [Conrad's] today," suggests 
the French scholar Raymond Las Vergnas, is that his 
^^rk carries "a message having an affinity with the 
anxieties of our time"—this age of anxiety atomic 
power and two world wars have produced.^ 

The positive answers about God and religion offered by the 

nineteenth century were being questioned in the new era. 

Man was anxious, he doubted, and he feared. Frederick Maser 

writes of Conrad's religious philosophy: 

Providence plays no role in the affairs of men. 
The Universe is as unthinking as the sea, and man 
plays his part with no aid from God and no consola
tion from the Divine. Conrad was not, in the ac
cepted sense of the word, a religious man. He be
lieved in the existence of God, but he spoke of 
the "precious mess he had made of his only job." 
He seems to have little trust in the Divine.^ 

As Conrad's last period began, the suffrage move

ment was well under way, and a new woman walked the streets 

of London. The demands upon women after World War I and 

the numerous ramifications of the new century had given 

them a new character. As Charles L. Mowat has noted: 

Her talk was in cliches; cockney accent and phrases 
were affected on occasion. Or her speech hinted at 
a lack of reticence about sex which might or might 
not be true in practice: "Hello, darling, how'g 
your sex-life?" "Lousy, darling, how's yours?" 

It is no wonder that Conrad could produce a new breed of 

^Jerry Allen, The Sea Years of Joseph Conrad (New 
York: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1965), p. vii. 

Frederick E. Maser, "The Philosophy of Joseph Con
rad," Hibbert Journal, LVI (October, 1957), 77. 

^Charles L. Mowat, Britain Between the Wars, 1918-
1940. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1955), 

p. 213. 
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women in his last novels. Members of a society who had 

lost the positive answers were ready to spend several hours 

reading about a waif like Lena of Victory, admiring her 

courage and forgiving her of her past. 

In addition to his experimentation with the short 

story, his life ashore, the new concepts about religion, a 

new morality, and women's liberation movements, Conrad's 

experiments with drama between 1905 and 1922 also helped 

him to create effective dialogue between men and women. 

"One Day More," "Laughing Anne," and "The Secret Agent" all 

forced Conrad to examine life, in part, from a feminine 

point of view. "One Day More" was written about the time 

Conrad was finishing Nostromo and shortly before he created 

Winnie of The Secret Agent. "Laughing Anne" was written 

about the time he wrote Victory, and he was already think

ing about the dramatic version of "The Secret Agent" dur

ing the time he was writing The Arrow of Gold. Thus, from 

the time he wrote Nostromo (1904) to the end of his writ

ing career, the problems of creating dramatic heroines and 

feminine dialogue in drama were constantly in Conrad's 

mind. The ever-present problem of how to create believable 

women on stage, strongly influenced his delineation of women 

in almost every novel after Lord Jim. 

The women of the last novels (1915-1924) fall into 

two groups: those of actions (who can think for themselves) 

and those who foil the actors. Lena of Victory is one of 
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the women who can act, but her actions do not depend on 

external appearances or charm. Indeed, she has few of the 

feminine charms and prerequisites a Victorian gentleman 

might have sought; she is of a new century. She cannot 

sing, and she is not described as being particularly beau

tiful; in most cases she is depicted as nondescript. Her 

mother and father are separated, she has little education, 

and she is physically and intellectually detached from 

Western Europe. Fortunately, for her, she was born in a 

century whose demand for family prestige and family ties 

were declining. Circumstances render her socially and eco

nomically free. It is perhaps important to remember that 

Conrad could create a waif-heroine now because of the cir

cumstances of war, feminist movements, and the widespread 

industrial revolution which had found new positions for 

women. And it is most significant that her heroism comes 

not outwardly but from within when she gives the most she 

can give, her life. Lena has both reason and action. She 

is far removed from the fainting Victorian lady of the 

nineteenth century characterized earlier by the Intended 

in Heart of Darkness. 

Perhaps the zenith of Conrad's women characters 

comes when he creates Rita of Arrow of Gold. Unlike Lena, 

Rita is not only intelligent, she is also beautiful. In 

the developing process of feminine characterization, it 

seems Conrad could give little more to any woman in any 
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novel. Rita has charm, money, intelligence, adorableness, 

and the ability to love. For Conrad, she is his moment of 

truth with women. He has ended a problem that has haunted 

him for more than forty years. It is not the problem of 

Rita that has haunted him. His problem was the creation 

of a liberated woman whose actions are not excessive and 

who is equal to a man. His lifetime of experience and the 

new attitudes toward morality in the twentieth century en

able him to depict vividly the personality of Rita, his 

"plucked fruit of memory." 

Any Conradian woman after Rita would seem anti-

climactic; but three significant ones remain—Mrs. Travers, 

Arlette, and Adele. Mrs. Travers' attitude about love and 

understanding is shallow, but Conrad's treatment of her is 

complex. He delves into the mind of Mrs. Travers only to 

find it empty, but the novel must expose her shallowness 

through a careful delineation of character. Part of Con

rad's purpose is to create a love affair between Lingard 

and Mrs. Travers, but his next move is to dissolve it. 

As one might expect, the involvement of Mrs. Travers with 

Lingard necessitates a careful characterization of her 

in the last half of the novel. The result is another fully 

delineated woman. Conrad could never have become so in

volved with the creation of Mrs. Travers in his earlier 

years. He used her for plot development when he started 

the novel, but she becomes an integral element of the plot 
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only when he finished the work almost twenty-five years 

later. The time span may have changed his viewpoint. 

Conrad seems to have little difficulty in develop

ing his last women characters. They seem less artificial 

than numerous other women in his novels, especially his 

early ones. Arlette of The Rover has been the victim of 

the French Revolution; she is another of Conrad's unfor

tunate women. She manages, however, (as did Lena and Flora) 

to find meaning in life. Adele of Suspense has been of the 

old order, but she must make her own way when her family 

is bankrupted. Not only does she support herself, she also 

marries wealth for the sake of her impoverished family; 

and as do most of Conrad's last women, she makes supreme 

sacrifices for causes that seem noble and right. 

To delineate the personalities of the women char

acters, Conrad creates characters who serve as foils for 

most of them. Lena has Mrs. Schomberg, who thinks for her

self; Rita has her "nun-like" sister; Arlette has her Aunt 

Catherine, who cannot forgive; and Adele has Henrietta, 

who continues to live as a part of the old order. The 

foils are products of the nineteenth century, while those 

they serve as foil to are of the twentieth century. Con

rad's last women have bridged the gulf between the two 

centuries, and they have developed intellectually and so-

cially into the new breed of women seen after the turn of 

the century. 
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From Mrs. Almayer to Rita and the last women of 

Conrad's literary career, many changes took place in the 

development of Conradian women, and to group his feminine 

characters without qualifying the procedure or to attribute 

their evolutionary development to any single cause or move

ment would be oversimplification. Perhaps a culmination 

of events wove the final fabric which eventually produced 

his modern women: traveling had broadened his experience; 

a new century with new ideas was emerging; England and the 

rest of Western Europe were industrializing; and Conrad 

married an English woman. Working with drama also gave 

him a new prospective, and the suffrage movement reached 

its full strength during the height of his writing career. 

The outbreak of World War I was also an influential factor. 

Regardless of the cause or causes, the new attitudes of 

the twentieth century enabled Conrad to give his later 

women active roles in society. And Conrad lived to see the 

twentieth-century woman in harmony with the men of his time 

and depicted her in his novels as a partner with men in the 

once masculine-dominated world. The effective treatment 

of feminine roles had not been easy for Conrad to achieve; 

but through a conscious effort, he had slowly and carefully 

developed women characters who could think, speak, and act 

on their own volition. 
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