The Novel at the Turn of the Century, 1
Joseph Conrad (1857-1924)

The way to modernism in literature

18-19th centuries

· social world, social class, gain and loss of social status

· fortune, status, marital position

· shared values, standard of significance public and agreed

· world of fiction known to the readership, presented as objective

· hero more or less on same level as readers 
Modernism

· loss of a common world affecting themes and technique

· e.g. Woolf on Jane Austin (”released from the cramp and confinement of personality”)

· what is significant becomes personal and individual

· to represent shifts of mood and feeling

· ordinary incident, situation or object having intense symbolic meaning (Joyce’s epiphany)

· plot based on private perception of the significant in human affairs

· novel taken out of the public arena, emphasis on individual, private sphere and personality

· new concepts of time – time no longer a series of movements moving forward, chronological time no longer valid or relevant
· past experience retained and affecting the present (Proust, À la recherche du temps perdu (In Search of Lost Time))

· new concept of (sub)consciousness

· new view of character

· no need for testing circumstances for characterization, any given moment or short period of time is capable of revealing his/her essence

· increase in psychological subtlety and diagnosis, states of mind (e.g. Henry James)

· Collapse of public standard of significance + new notions of time + new notions of consciousness:


- new techniques and themes


- new events conditioned by private past (Mrs Dalloway)


- private stream of consciousness opposed to public events, leading to loneliness, isolation of the individual (Ulysses)

Joseph Conrad (1857-1924)

· General theme: man finds himself in a situation where the normal public codes don’t exist, don’t work or are not relevant

· Man either finds strength and recovery from self-knowledge and loneliness or goes down to destruction (or, rarely, does not even realise his predicament)

· Society, politics, economy inevitably corrupt the individual (e.g. Nostromo, 1904)

· Tragic view: Material interest corrupts human relations and yet the attempt to escape into solitude results in ultimate destruction. Solution?

· Deeply pessimistic view of man and human society (despite his own comments on his own writings)

Novels & Novellas

· Almayer's Folly (1895)

· An Outcast of the Islands (1896)

· The Nigger of the 'Narcissus' (1897)

· Heart of Darkness (1899)

· Lord Jim (1900)

· The Inheritors (with Ford Madox Ford) (1901)

· Typhoon (1902, begun 1899)

· The End of the Tether (written in 1902; collected in Youth, a Narrative and Two Other Stories, 1902)

· Romance (with Ford Madox Ford, 1903)

· Nostromo (1904)

· The Secret Agent (1907)

· Under Western Eyes (1911)

· Chance (1913)

· Victory (1915)

· The Shadow Line (1917)

· The Arrow of Gold (1919)

· The Rescue (1920)

· The Nature of a Crime (1923, with Ford Madox Ford)

· The Rover (1923)

· Suspense: A Napoleonic Novel (1925; unfinished, published posthumously)


· His fiction illustrates permanent aspects of the human condition: injustice, exploitation and crime

· ”Conrad was a conservative […] - he did not believe that there was any way out of the human Predicament, and therefore saw political reform as folly.” (David Daiches) 

· Heart of Darkness portrays the evils of 19th c. colonialism with extraordinary vividness, yet the Congo he portrays is the Congo of the mind. (Daiches)

· His message: Idealism corrupts and loneliness can force a man into horrified awareness of his identity with his own moral opposite (”The Secret Sharer”)

· Man is forced to recognize that his moral opposite, the secret sharer is himself. (e.g. Lord Jim, Under Western Eyes)

Features of Conrad’s fiction

· 1. Oblique point of view, narrative technique

· The story seen through the eyes of three or four persons 

· Or, the narrator is a mysterious ” I” 

· Occasionally, third person narrator (The Nigger of the Narcissus) often with a shift from external to internal narration (stream of consciousness) with confusing frequency 

· Typical setting: Narrator relating a story from his past to an attentive circle in a  club or aboard an anchored ship (Youth, Heart of Darkness)

· Reader perceives the plot through the eyes of others. These others have their idiosyncrasies and blindnesses and the reader never sees the matter in its straightforward clarity

· 2. Experiments in chronology

· Flashbacks 

· Story told in reverse

· Plot revealed in bits and snatches and fitted together only in the reader’s mind 

· Rearrangement of chronology, mixed-up order of events 

· Result: air of authenticity, creating suspense by withholding most interesting information to the last 

· Detective story construction 
· 3. Characterization (some contradictory aspects)

· Real, vivid characters 

· However, motivation is sometimes  weak; especially true of sinister or abnormal characters. 

· Heroes are psychologically accurate in general, we sometimes perceive their inner thoughts

· But often more mystery than psychology in their characterization, often preference to leave a veil around the characters’ inner thoughts 

· Another type of character is the grotesque: the vulgar, disgusting,  psychologically twisted outcast of the tropics = pathological cases lacking human quality (e.g. Schomber, the hotel-keeper in Lord Jim and in Victory)

· 4. No conventional plot, no/few women

· No coherent plot (e.g. Youth) 

· Lack of interest in the conventional love-plot 

· Most typical works, e.g. The Nigger of the Narcissus and Typhoon involve no women at all

· Where a love theme occurs it seldom has an essential part in the action

· Frequently woman is the agency through which man is undone, or fails to focus on a problem (Victory, Lord Jim)

· 5.  Romanticism (?)

· Nostalgia for exotic and unusual settings

· Fascination with place names, odd nationalities and primitive practices

· No real attempt to understand the East and Africa, merely absorbing their mood of strangeness and communicating this mood to the reader

· Not an anthropologist but an artist who uses his material for the imagination 

· 6. Insular and Colonial attitude (controversial issues in literature)

· Like most converts, ”Conrad seems more fervent than those born in the creed” 

· Tacit assumption that foreigners, especially Germans, Orientals and polyglots are different from us (the British) and lack the essential moral qualities of the British

· His Germans are usually greedy merchants, rascals or grotesques

· The evil Zangiacomo of Victory who calls himself an Italian is actually a German in disguise (
· Conrad seems to be a proponent of the ”inscrutable Orient” concept

· His Chinese, Siamese, Malayan and Javanese characters do not possess the same kind of mentality as Westerners

· People on other continents are by nature inscrutable, irrational and a little sinister

· Some mysterious racial essence

· With assumption that Orientals and Africans are totally different from the British, he naturally achieves little understanding of the political and economic problems of these people

· There is sympathy in his attitude but almost no awareness of the political consciousness that even in his own time was beginning to manifest itself among these people

· In Nostromo he views egalitarianism as a species of barbarism which threatens the finer values of civilization

· But, as stated earlier:

· “Conrad was a conservative […] - he did not believe that there was any way out of the human predicament, and therefore saw political reform as folly.” (David Daiches) 

· Heart of Darkness portrays the evils of 19th c. colonialism with extraordinary vividness, yet the Congo he portrays is the Congo of the mind. (Daiches)

· His message: Idealism corrupts and loneliness can force a man into horrified awareness of his identity with his own moral opposite (“The Secret Sharer”)

· Man is forced to recognize that his moral opposite, the secret sharer is himself. 

· The Nigerian writer Chinua Achebe’s “An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad’s ‘Heart of Darkness’” (1975) provoked controversy by calling Conrad a “thoroughgoing racist”: 

· Heart of Darkness cannot be considered a great work of art because it is "a novel which celebrates... dehumanisation, which depersonalises a portion of the human race." , Conrad reduces and degrades Africans to “limbs,” “angles,” “glistening white eyeballs,” etc. while simultaneously (and fearfully) suspecting a common kinship between himself and these natives—leading Marlow to sneer the word “ugly.” Achebe also cites Conrad's description of an encounter with an African: “A certain enormous buck nigger encountered in Haiti fixed my conception of blind, furious, unreasoning rage, as manifested in the human animal to the end of my days.” [You can read Achebe’s essay here: http://kirbyk.net/hod/image.of.africa.html]
· According to some critics, Achebe fails to distinguish Marlow's view from Conrad's; Conrad portrays blacks very sympathetically and condemns colonization. Conrad scholar Peter Firchow asserts “nowhere in the novel does Conrad or any of his narrators, personified or otherwise, claim superiority on the part of Europeans on the grounds of alleged genetic or biological difference.”  

· The issue of racism can be further complicated in view of the positive representation of Muslims

· 7. Fascination with the primitive character

· Conrad sees an elemental wisdom in the savage lacking in civilized man

· Even primitive superstition seems to him imbued with a mystical power

· In several cases his heroes try to penetrate into this primitive wisdom in order to partake of its strength 

· To do this, they must abandon civilization entirely 

· They usually fail and the attempt destroys them

· There is a barrier around the primitive heart which no man can breach. Kurtz is one of the few who break through the barrier and he emerges to die crying, ”The horror!”

”I directed my glass to the house. There were no signs of life, but there was the ruined roof, the long mud wall peeping above the grass, with three little square window-holes, no two of the same size; all this brought within reach of my hand, as it were. And then I made a brusque movement, and one of the remaining posts of that vanished fence leaped up in the field of my glass. You remember I told you I had been struck at the distance by certain attempts at ornamentation, rather remarkable in the ruinous aspect of the place. Now I had suddenly a nearer view, and its first result was to make me throw my head back as if before a blow. Then I went carefully from post to post with my glass, and I saw my mistake. These round knobs were not ornamental but symbolic; they were expressive and puzzling, striking and disturbing -- food for thought and also for vultures if there had been any looking down from the sky; but at all events for such ants as were industrious enough to ascend the pole. 

They would have been even more impressive, those heads on the stakes, if their faces had not been turned to the house. Only one, the first I had made out, was facing my way. I was not so shocked as you may think. The start back I had given was really nothing but a movement of surprise. I had expected to see a knob of wood there, you know. I returned deliberately to the first I had seen -- and there it was, black, dried, sunken, with closed eyelids -- a head that seemed to sleep at the top of that pole, and, with the shrunken dry lips showing a narrow white line of the teeth, was smiling, too, smiling continuously at some endless and jocose dream of that eternal slumber.” 

(Heart of Darkness)

Life

· Joseph Conrad, original name Józef Teodor Konrad Korzeniowski   (born Dec. 3, 1857, Berdichev, Ukraine, Russian Empire [now Berdychiv, Ukraine]—died Aug. 3, 1924, Canterbury, Kent, Eng.) 

· Father, Apollo Nalęcz Korzeniowski, a poet and an ardent Polish patriot, and revolutionary against Russian rule, arrested in late 1861 and sent into exile at Vologda in northern Russia.

· Wife and four-year-old son followed him 

· Harsh climate hastened his wife’s death from tuberculosis in 1865 

· Conrad’s first introduction to the English language was at the age of eight, when his father was translating the works of Shakespeare and Victor Hugo. J. Conrad read the works of Sir Walter Scott, Cooper and Thackeray in Polish and French 

· His father was ill with tuberculosis and died in Cracow in 1869 

· Responsibility for the boy was assumed by his maternal uncle, Tadeusz Bobrowski, a lawyer

· Bobrowski sent Conrad to school at Cracow and then to Switzerland, but the boy was bored by school and yearned to go to sea. In 1874 Conrad left for Marseille with the intention of going to sea

· Bobrowski made him an allowance of 2,000 francs a year and put him in touch with a merchant in whose ships Conrad sailed in the French merchant service  

· over 20 years at sea as a sailor (in various ranks), experiences providing ample material for his fiction (Asia, Africa, North America) 

· 1889 the Congo (Heart of Darkness) 

· 1886 two notable events: became a British subject in August, and three months later obtained his master mariner’s certificate 

· In 1895 Conrad married the 22-year-old Jessie George, by whom he had two sons. He thereafter resided mainly in the southeast corner of England
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