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shot, thus admitting his responsibilities towards the 

natives who have given him a sense of belonging. 

Once again, Jim is shown fighting alone, always 

obsessed with the image of himself. By delivering 

himself to death, he also demonstrates that he has no 

other alternative and no other cause to fight for, 

except as this implies his own image of self, and 

this he probably satisfies by sacrificing himself in 

the hope of self-redemption by keeping his word. 

As Jewel, the woman he loves in Patusan, urges him 

to fight or flee to save his life, he simply replies: 

'There is nothing to fight for ••• nothing is lost ... 

,,95 
There is no escape. Therefore, Jim remains to 

the end preoccupied with the idea of justifying him-

self to himself, trying to lead a lonely struggle: 

The crowd, which had fallen apart 
behind Jim as soon as Doramin had 
raised his hand, rushed tumultuously 
forward after the shot. They say 
that the white man sent right and left 
at all those faces a proud and un­
flinching glance •.•• He passes away 
under a cloud, inscrutable at heart, 
forgotten, unforgiven, and excess­
ively romantic. Not in the wildest 
days of his boyish visions could he 

95. Lord Jim, p.412. 



have seen the alluring shape of such 
an extraordinary success~ For it 
may very well be that in the short 
moment of his last proud and un­
flinching glance, he had beheld the 
face of that opportunity which, like 
an Eastern bride, had corne veiled to 
his side. 

But we can see him, an obscure 
conqueror of fame, tearing himself out 
of the arms of a jealous love at the 
sign, at the call of his exalted 
egoism. He goes away from a living 
woman to celebrate his pitiless 
wedding with a shadowy ideal of con­
duct. Is he satisfied - quite, now, 
I wonder? we ought to know. He is 
one of us - and have I not stood up 
once, like an evoked ghost, to answer 
for his eternal constancy?96 

Nevertheless, to view Jim simply as a man in 

search of his identity in complete isolatiDn from 

others would be a narrow, if not a distorted under-
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standing of the whole novel. Though, paradoxically, 

Jim is trying to escape from his community to find his 

identity, he needs in one way or another, the support 

of others to sustain his concept of self. Even in 

Patusan, as we have seen, Jim finds his self-con-

fidence only in the trust the natives offer him. 

96. Lord Jim, p.416. 
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After his "jump" from the Patna, he keeps insisting 

on finding at least one person who will understand 

him, which happens to be Marlow, the person who refers 

to him throughout the novel as "one of us". In one 

of their meetings, Jim confesses to Marlow: "I 

don't want to excuse myself, but I would like to 

explain. I would like somebody to understand -

somebody - one person at least! You! 97 Why not you?" 

Jim's appeal to Marlow to understand him, and the 

latter's moral interest in his case, demonstrate the 

centrality and predominance of the concept of human 

solidarity in Lord Jim; the idea itself is suggested 

in the epigraph to this novel from Novalis: "It is 

certain any conviction gains infinitely the moment 

another soul will believe in it." In other words, 

to live in community and communication with others 

is necessary to man. In the last part of the novel 

the concept of solidarity and the danger of fighting 

outside the ranks are again stressed in Marlow's 

" 1"" h 0 01 d " explanatory etter to t e prlvl ege man, 

recalling the latter's own statements: 

97. Lord Jim, p.8l. 



You prophesied for him [Jim] the 
disaster of weariness and of disgust 
with acquired honour, with the self­
appointed task, with the love sprung 
from pity and youth. You had said 
you knew so well 'that kind of thing,' 
its illusory satisfaction, its unavoid­
able deception. You said also - I 
call to mind - that 'giving your life 
up to them' (them meaning all mankind 
with skins brown, yellow, or black in 
colour) 'was like selling your soul to 
a brute.' You contended that 'that 
kind of thing' was only endurable and 
enduring when based on a firm conviction 
in the truth of ideas racially our own, 
in whose aim are established the order, 
the morality of an ethical progress •.•. 
In other words, you maintained that we 
must fight in the ranks or our lives 
don't count. 98 
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Earlier in the novel, Marlow himself expressed the same 

opinion in these terms: "Woe to the stragglers! We 

h h 
,,99 exist only in so far as we ang toget ere 

This paradoxical and perilous situation of the 

individual, escaping from communal life to isolation 

while he still needs the moral support of other human 

beings, is also explored in Victory. Like him, Heyst 

is withdrawing from human community to live on an 

island, but he keeps betraying his incapacity to 

98. Lord Jim, pp.338-339. 

99. Ibid., p.223. 
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survive without others. Through his experience with 

the woman he brings to his island, sacrificing her-

self in an attempt to save his life, Heyst realises 

the necessity of human love, which negates his 

father's philosophy: 

'Look on - make no sound,' were the 
last words of the man who had spent his 
life in blowing blasts upon a terrible 
trumpet which filled heaven and earth 
with ruins, while mankind went on its 
way unheeding. 100 

The experience of both Jim and Heyst have shown again 

that the wilderness is not a complete refuge from 

the hostility of their civilisation as they have come 

to conceive of it. 

Jim flees from his civilisation and the sea, 

evading the self-instruction they can provide, and 

takes up his abode in the jungle. The irony here 

lies in Jim corning to the conclusion that he would 

find a moral order - if only for himself - there. 

Unlike Almayer, Willems and even, to some degree at 

least, Kurtz, Jim goes not in search of material 

goods in the jungle, as has been mentioned before, 

100. Victory: An Island Tale, Vol.xv, p.17S. 
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but moral good. Like the sea, the jungle can test 

a man, and he can win at least a partial victory there, 

if only of a very personal order. 

Therefore, the moral success of Jim in search of 

a proving-ground for his idealised self in Patusan is 

justified only in terms of his own self-interest. 

Moreover, the unexpected vulnerability of his new 

empire in Patusan reveals the same irony Conrad has 

applied to the order and safety of the city, as we have 

seen through Almayer, Willems and Kurtz. In other 

words, Jim's vision of the wilderness as an escape 

from the hostility of his civilisation is undermined 

by the author's irony. Once again, Conrad can be 

seen closely regulating our perspective on the three 

images of sea, city and jungle, enhancing our rela­

tivistic concept of each. 

Further to Conrad's manipulation of irony and 

multiple perspectives to make of the three images a 

composite image of great sophistication and density, 

and the way it comes to exist as a modulator of 

absolutes, the chiaroscuro technique used in Lord Jim 

also comes into play in this context. The image of 
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Jim is now and again significantly depicted in an inter-

play of light and darkness, neither clear nor obscure. 

Indeed, Jim lies in the intersection of these two 

opposites, underlining the moral significance of his 

dilemma and of his journey between civilisation and 

the wilderness. Marlow formulates his image of Jim 

in these words: 

I [Marlow] was made to look at the con­
vention that lurks in all truth and on 
the essential sincerity of falsehood. 
He [Jim] appealed to all sides at once -
to the side turned perpetually to the 
light of day, and to that side of us 
which, like the other hemisphere of the 
moon, exists stealthily in perpetual 
darkness, with only a fearful ashy light 
falling at times on the edge. IOl 

Marlow's awareness of the coexistence of "the side 

turned perpetually to the light of day" and "that side 

of us which ••• exists stealthily in perpetual darkness" 

also reveals the author's strategy that sustains the 

tension between opposites in a certain balanced pattern. 

In other words, what Conrad tries to convey through 

the chiaroscuro technique is a relativistic vision 

of the universe, undermining any concept of absolutes, 

101. Lord Jim, p.93. 



questioning the nature of reality and illusion, or 

"substance" and "shadow". Such questions are con-

veyed through Marlow's meditation on the sinister 

moonlight: 

He [Jim] spoke thus to me before his 
house on that evening I've mentioned -
after we had watched the moon float away 
above the chasm between the hills like 
an ascending spirit out of a grave; its 
sheen descended, cold and pale, like the 
ghost of dead sunlight. There is some­
thing haunting in the light of the moon; 
it has all the dispassionateness of a 
disembodied soul, and something of its 
inconceivable mystery. It is to our 
sunshine, which - say what you like -
is all we have to live by, what the 
echo is to the sound: misleading and 
confusing whether the note be mocking 
or sad. It robs all forms of matter -' 
which, after all, is our domain - of 
their substance, and gives a sinister 
reality to shadows alone. l02 
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This is a very characteristic piece of Conradian writing: 

the parentheses both assert the value of what follows 

and deprive that of any absolute value or reality. 

It intrudes an equivocation into the argument, so to 

speak. Marlow himself of course declares a partial 

support for the "sheltering conception of light and 

order which is our refuge" - which his civilisation 

offers - but his imaginative insight always tends to 

102. Lord Jim,pp.245-246. 
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realise itself in - metaphorically or literally - a 

sombre chiaroscuro, which illustrates so well his 

"balanced" vision of the universe. Marlow's view of 

Patusan is thus presented in a panorama where light and 

darkness intermingle, and where he significantly com-

pares the jungle to the sea - that other composite 

emblem of both order and chaos - while at the same time 

hinting at the close intimacy between city and jungle, 

both being referred to as devourers of light: 

He [Jim] stood erect, the smouldering 
brier-wood in his clutch, with a smile 
on his lips and a sparkle in his boyish 
eyes. I [Marlow] sat on the stump of 
a tree at his feet, and below us 
stretched the land, the great expanse of 
the forests, sombre under the sunshine, 
rolling like a sea, with glints of wind­
ing rivers, the grey spots of villages, 
and here and there a clearing, like an 
islet of light amongst the dark waves of 
continuous tree-tops. A brooding gloom 
layover this vast and monotonous land­
scape; the light fell on it as if into 
an abyss. The land devoured the sun­
shine; only far off, along the coast, 
the empty ocean, smooth and polished 
within the faint haze, seemed to rise 
up to the sky in a wall of steel. 103 

The degree of "victory" or self-realisation 

symbolised for the individual in any single one of the 

103. Lord Jim, pp.265-266. 
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three settings remains severely limited. In fact, 

man in his quest for his moral identity reveals that 

their symbolic meaning is only achieved when they co­

exist in some sort of balance where the individual 

moral property or significance of the one is never 

wholly cancelled out by that of the others, however 

antithetical it might seem. The series of paradoxes 

manipulated in Lord Jim - a pattern created by the 

use of different points of view and irony - demon­

strates the fluid nature of the reality symbolised by 

the three images, sea, city and jungle, and at the 

same time the exceptionally sensitive authorial 

regulation of their moral boundaries. 

In novels like The Secret Agent and, to a con­

siderable extent, Nostromo, the city, as a physical 

scene, becomes the main focus and is, as will be 

shown, depicted in the light of the images of sea and 

jungle, showing their significant interaction. Thus, 

as we are coming to see, the sea, city and jungle, as 

studied in the mode of their interrelationship, can 

be highly rewarding leading to a greater and more 



precise understanding of Conrad's vision of 

universal chaos and man's struggle to create a 

certain moral order for his existence. 

287. 



CHAPTER IV: 

THE EVOLUTION OF A CITY 

288. 
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In the Malay and African tales Conrad relates the 

three elements, sea, city and jungle to each other 

although the city does not function as a major 

physical setting. In Almayer's Folly and An Outcast 

of the Islands, the main events of the story take place 

in the jungle, while the city usually remains as an out­

side, distant, but altogether acknowledged world. The 

European adventurer is trapped in the wilderness and 

never succeeds in returning to what he imagines as the 

ideal ordered world of the city. 

Again in Heart of Darkness and "An Outpost of 

Progress", the city as a physical setting gets only 

limited - though significant - attention and the 

jungle remains the prevailing world for the story. 

In this second phase, too, the civilised European 

cannot disentangle himself from the wilderness, like 

the two white men in "An Outpost of Progress" and 

Kurtz in Heart of Darkness. It is, however, 

important to remind ourselves that in Heart of Dark­

ness Marlow experiences life in the jungle and succeeds 

in returning to the world of the city, which appears 

in brief physical descriptions of Brussels and London. 
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In both Heart of Darkness and The Nigger of the 

"Narcissus" the city as a physical setting is brought 

more to the front, linked with the sea and the jungle. 

In "The Return" included in Tales of Unrest, Conrad 

makes the city the main physical scene, while the 

sea and jungle enter the story as images and meta­

phors to give larger implications to what a man 

experiences in urban life. 

Later in novels like Nostromo and The Secret Agent 

the city, indeed becomes the major background for the 

stories. In most of his previous works Conrad 

usually places a town in the jungle or at the sea's 

edge. In Almayer's Folly and An Outcast of the 

Islands the white community of traders is concen­

trated in the small town of Sarnburan, which is also 

the point of intersection of sea and jungle and the 

meeting point of two different races, the Europeans 

and the natives. 

In "An Outpost of Progress" and Heart of Darkness 

there are several outposts scattered in the African 

jungle, usually located at the edge of a river where 

ships call. These outposts are the settlements of 
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the Europeans, and where ivory is collected and shipped 

to Europe. In Lord Jim the village of Patusan, a 

native community surrounded by a tropical jungle, 

becomes Jim's last refuge. In Victory, too, close to 

Heyst's island lies a small town of European traders 

and sailors. 

By and large, in these early works about the 

jungle and sea in Eastern countries and Central Africa, 

Conrad uses the town or the outpost as a small repres­

entation of the city in the civilised world, but it 

never grows into a city proper. In these works, the 

city, then, could be said to be related to the jungle 

and sea either as a simple image outside the wilderness 

or through some of the features of that wilderness 

being present in the town or the outpost. In his 

last major novels, the writer turns to the city as the 

main physical setting to explore his themes. Never-

theless, the other two elements, sea and jungle, 

remain significant as frames of reference amplifying 

the implications of the city itself. In novels 

where the city predominates, the jungle and sea con-

tinue to function strongly as metaphors. The presence 



of the three elements, perpetually side by side 

throughout Conrad's stories, dem0nstrates the 

importance and significance of their relationship. 

Examined in the light of major works about the 

jungle and sea on the one hand, and novels about the 

city on the other, Nostromo can be regarded as a 
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bridge between two "groups" of tales. First of all, 

Nostromo is, in many ways, similar to the Malay and 

African stories and major novels about the sea. Like 

the outposts in the early works, Sulaco functions as 

an intermediary spot between civilisation and wilder-

ness. In its early days this town is indeed still 

dwarfed and overshadowed by the wild physical environ­

ment, both of sea and land. So, the city as treated 

in Nostromo is still attached to the literal jungle, 

like the small towns in the early works. 

Nostromo is also similar to the previous works 

as far as the constitution of the population of Sulaco 

is concerned. Like the small communities in towns 

and outposts, in Nostromo Conrad deals with isolated 

and outcast individuals in a foreign country. 



293. 

Depicting foreign characters in an unfamiliar environ­

ment, the writer dramatises the effect of the wilder­

ness on human beings and also highlights the clash 

between civilisation and primitive life. Very 

significantly, most of the characters in Nostromo are 

foreigners from different nations settling in the town 

of Sulaco. The native population is mainly centred 

in the countryside, and most of those who later 

emigrate to the city settle in villages near the San 

Tome mine. Moreover, the mixture of characters from 

different nations, like the community of sailors in 

The Nigger of the "Narcissus", gives universal meanings 

to Conrad's themes. 

However, Nostromo also differs from the early 

works, exploring further aspects of the interrelation­

ship between sea, city and jungle. If in Heart of 

Darkness and The Nigger of the "Narcissus" Conrad 

brings the three elements closer to each other despite 

their geographical distance, in Nostromo he creates 

an imaginary area where sea, city and jungle are 

physically linked. More importantly, it is in 

Nostromo, as opposed to the previous works, that the 
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novelist seems to focus on the process of a small town 

or outpost growing into a real city in direct contact 

with the wilderness and the sea. 

While Conrad leaves the small towns in the Malay 

and African stories at their early stage, he carries 

on with the transformation of Sulaco into a modern 

city, compared by the end to large European cities 

like London. In Nostromo, as a matter of fact, 

we witness the interrelationship between sea, city 

and jungle in their complete physical features. 

The exploration of this complete interrelationship 

in this novel and its implications contributes to and, 

in a way, clarifies the meaning of the interrelation­

ship as treated in works where jungle or sea predom­

inates, or where the city is the main setting. In 

this sense, Nostromo, by virtue of uniting the three 

elements as physical settings, reveals the funda­

mental aspects of their interaction explored 

generally by implication in stories about the jungle, 

sea and city. By showing how a small town grows into 

a big city in direct contact with the other two elements, 

the author tends to give a condensed and complete 
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picture of their relationship. 

In Nostromo, the three elements are used as 

physical scenes and neither could be said to be the 

most predominant one, for all of them equally con­

stitute the background of the story as literal and 

metaphorical settings. To start with, then, how are 

the three elements defined, and in what way do they 

relate to each other? This leads to an important 

question vis-a-vis their interrelationship explicitly 

raised in Nostromo, namely, how do they affect each 

other? 

In order to show how the town of Sulaco relates 

to its surroundings, and how the images interpenetrate 

to constitute the complete pattern of the author's 

vision, it is necessary to trace a rough topography of 

the area which serves as the larger setting of the 

novel. Sulaco is a small town limited by the Placid 

Gulf on the one hand, and the desert plain and the 

rocky mountains on the other. In the past it "had 

never been commercially anything more important than 

a coasting port with a fairly large local trade in 
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ox-hides and indigo."l Between the town of Sulaco 

and the mountains lies a vast desert plain that 

"passes into the opal mystery of great distances over-

2 hung by dry haze." Throughout the calm waters of the 

Golfo Placido are scattered a few islands; the major 

ones are: the Great Isabel, the Little Isabel and 

Hermosa. The peninsula of Azuera is another important 

small area of wilderness, a kind of wasteland: 

a wild chaos of sharp rocks and stony 
levels cut about by vertical ravines .••• 
Utterly waterless, for the rainfall 
runs off at once on all sides into the 
sea, it has not soil enough - it is 
said - to grow a single blade of grass, 
as if it were blighted by a curse. 3 

Sulaco as a small but growing town is also located 

close to the sea, the image of which is represented in 

this novel by the dark Placid Gulf. Towering over 

the whole province are the high and rocky mountains 

of Higuerota. Because of their chaotic image and the 

crudeness of their landscape, the gulf, the desert 

plain, the mountains and the desert islands all 

constitute the wilderness or the world of the Jungle 

1. Nostromo: A Tale of the Seaboard, Vol.VIII,p.3. 
2. Ibid., p.8. 
3. Ibid, p.4. 
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that surrounds the town of Sulaco. 

Besides its constituting the Placid Gulf, which 

contributes to the implications of the wilderness, the 

element of the sea is present in the novel in several 

other ways. The sea-image associated with the gulf 

communicates a mood of something that exists not only 

in the fictitious country of Costaguana but in the 

whole universe. The darkness the gulf generates, 

indeed conveys blindness, absence of reality and the 

imminence of unknowable dark forces that undermine the 

world, whether constructed like the city or natural 

like the gulf itself and the rocky mountains. 

The importance of the element of the sea is 

suggested in the subtitle of the novel: "A Tale of 

the Seaboard". Apart from the gulf, the sea enters 

the story through several characters associated with 

it. For example, Nostromo, the main character, is a 

sailor who was "the bos In of an Italian ship. 
,,4 

Giorgio Viola, too, . old seaman: and it is 1S an 

through him that we are given the bright side of the 

4. Nostromo: A Tale of the Seaboard, Vol.VIII,p.13. 



sea. Praising it, Giorgio declares: 

The priests talk of consecrated 
ground! Bah! All the earth made 
by God is holy; but the sea, which 
knows nothing of kings and priests 
and tyrants, is the holiest of all 
The spirit of liberty is upon the 
waters. 5 
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Regarding Mitchell, F.R. Leavis remarks that "Captain 

Mitchell represents the Merchant Service. He is sure 

and stable to the point of stupidity.,,6 In short, 

the sea is, in one way or another, related to the city 

and the wilderness in Nostromo, through the prevailing 

image of the Golfo Placido and some of the important 

characters. 

The way the three settings affect each other also 

elucidates their interrelationship and implications. 

Given the importance of the town as a strategic point 

in the midst of the whole province, it becomes as it 

grows larger, a point at which the sea and the wilder-

ness meet. What happens on the different social and 

economic levels in the town is inevitably and 

necessarily related to the sea and the rocky mountains, 

5. Nostromo: A Tale of the Seaboard, Vol.VIII,p.341. 
6. F.R. Leavis, The Great Tradition (Penguin, 1977), 

p.223. 
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successively through the harbour and the silver mine. 

The town of Sulaco, therefore, remains in constant 

relationship with the sea and the wild hinterland. 

In other words, the evolution of Sulaco into a 

modern city in all essential respects - a large pop-

ulation, mechanisation and social and economic organ-

isation - is due to its location close to the sea and 

the existence of the silver mine in the neighbouring 

mountains. 

The natural environment of Sulaco affects the 

town both negatively and positively; similarly, the 

town has a double-edged influence on its environment. 

These ambivalent influences of the city and the 

wilderness on each other are demonstrated through the 

stages of the growth of the small town into a large 

urban centre. It is thanks to the existence of the 

silver mine in Costaguana that this country is no 

longer cut off from the outside world, the world of 

civilisation. Before the introduction of civil-

isation in this area, it was nothing but "a remote 

d . . " 7 
and savage lstrlct. 

7. Nostromo, p.65. 
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In the past its wild surroundings, the mountains 

and the Golfo Placido, served the province as 

protective walls against the intrusion of foreign 

invaders: 

Sulaco had found an inviolable 
sanctuary from the temptations of a 
trading world in the solemn hush of 
the deep Golfo Placido as if within 
an enormous semi-circular and un­
roofed temple open to the ocean, 
with its walls of lofty mountains 
hung with the mourning draperies 
of cloud. 8 

These natural walls both protect the province of Sulaco 

and shut it off from the world of civilisation, and it 

is when agents from this world succeed in penetrat1ng 

Sulaco and crossing the gulf that civilisation reaches 

and begins to transform the savage area. However, 

this breaking of the wall between Sulaco and the civil-

ised world is also described as violation of the 

relative peace of the province. The "development" 

of the provincial town is directly related to the silver 

mine in the wild mountains. In this context, the sea 

is again related to the other two settings. 

8. Nostromo, p.3. 
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The sea in Nostromo has a similar function to that 

it has in the early works: that is, it offers hostile 

forces access to the wild area from the outside world. 

It is by the sea that the province of Sulaco is invaded 

by adventurers seeking the treasure in the wilderness; 

and the American gringos are said to be sailors. 

Later on, Europeans arrive in Sulaco by ships to exploit 

the silver mine. On the other hand, the sea also 

functions as a window open on the civilised world, 

bringing a kind of progress to the area, as summed up 

in the transformation of Sulaco into another modern 

city. 

As the city grows it affects the natural wilder-

ness and turns it into a sort of mechanised wasteland: 

Those of us whom business or curiosity 
took to Sulaco in these years before 
the first advent of the railway can 
remember the steadying effect of the 
San Tome mine upon the life of that 
remote province. 9 

This suggests that before industrialisation is intro-

duced in Sulaco there was relative peace. Change 

transfigures all, however, "with cable cars running 

9. Nostromo, p.9S. 
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along the streets of the Constitution, and carriage 

10 roads far into the country." The new technolo-

gical equipment also affects the natural image of 

Sulaco, the provincial town: "The material apparatus 

of perfected civilization which obliterates the 

individuality of old towns under the stereotyped 

conveniences of modern life."ll On the social level, 

too, there was a kind of peace before the advent of 

industrialisation: "Nobody had ever heard of labour 

troubles then. The Cargadores of the port formed, 

indeed, an unruly brotherhood of all sorts of scum, 

. h . f h' ,,12 Wlt a patron salnt 0 t elr own. In this sense, 

the growth of Sulaco into a city distorts the land-

scape of its environment and brings social chaos in 

the community. In brief, the city affects its 

surroundings negatively. 

The image of the wilderness as depicted in 

Nostromo,too, is ambivalent: it is destructive yet 

promises material profit to those who seek it. The 

10. Nostromo, p.9S. 

11. Ibid., p.96. 

12. Ibid., p.9S. 
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wilderness (the mountains, the plain and the islands), 

like the forest in the Malay and African stories, is 

botn repellent and alluring because of its precious 

metal surrounded by danger. The silver that plays a 

great part in the lives of the characters and in the 

story as a whole is - significantly - buried in the 

savage gorge of the mountain, like ivory in the 

inscrutable jungle in Heart of Darkness and "An 

Outpost of Progress", or the gold mine up the river in 

An Outcast of the Islands and Almayer's Folly. The 

wilderness as used by Conrad in his works generally 

tends to suggest, among other things, both danger and 

the temptation of wealth. 

In Nostromo the gold treasure said to be buried 

in the peninsula of Azuera, and at the same time 

"forbidden" and unattainable, is very significant to 

the implications of the story as a whole, and it 

elucidates the interrelationship between city and 

wilderness. The legend of the American gringos, 

introduced by the author in the first chapter of the 

novel, is indeed a point of departure for the under-
I 

standing of the story. The legend, which may be 



considered as a kind of myth in the context of 

Nostromo, prefigures what happens to the individuals 

concerned directly or indirectly with the search for 

silver in the mountains. As the story draws to its 

close, the main characters have already become like 

the gringos - slaves of the treasure in the wilder-

304. 

ness. Very pointedly, even the silver extracted from 

the San Tome mine and collected in the city of Sulaco 

is taken away to the Great Isabel, a savage and desert 

area in the gulf, and buried there. 

The earlier explorers of Costaguana are attracted 

by its wealth, but as the legend suggests, the search 

for this wealth in the wilderness is frustrating and 

takes possession of those who embark upon it. In this 

respect, Charles Gould is much like Kurtz, who seems 

to have gone to Central Africa to introduce civil­

isation and ends up by turning his back on this civil­

isation and Europe in favour of his pursuit of ivory 

and his own incohate, primeval instincts. Both char­

acters can be said to have been bewitched by the 

treasure in the wild environment while rejecting that 

human civilisation which may offer some kind of comfort 
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and order in life. In Nostromo the wilderness indeed 

becomes an obsession with Charles Gould and gradually 

takes possession of him in the process of his quest 

for material profits. 

The city itself as a whole comes to be bound up 

with, and possessed by, tne mystery of the treasure. 

In fact, the whole community of Sulaco is directly or 

indirectly affected by the silver collected in the 

city and the mine itself. Because of it the city of 

Sulaco has become the main target of opposing factions, 

converging from the land (Montero) and the sea (Sot­

illo). The removal of the silver from the harbour 

to the Great Isabel is thus seen to affect not only 

individuals like Charles Gould, but the whole city. 

The characters' adventures in the wilderness have 

a deeper significance in Conrad's writing than the 

simple fact of their exploitation of its wealth. 

The real idea for Conrad is much more profound to his 

vision of the relationship between civilisation and 

primitive, chaotic life. The tension between the two 

elements has also moral implications: equipped with 
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his belief in the sort of order he has achieved in the 

world of the city, man sets out to impose it on primi­

tive land. In Nostromo Conrad reveals a paradoxical 

aspect of the interrelationship between civilisation and 

wilderness: "civilised" man attempts to impose order 

on the natural, chaotic environment, and at the same 

time the latter proves to be a challenging force to the 

f0nner. 

In this novel Conrad expands further the theme that 

has been generally implied in his early works, namely 

the attempt of the city to enter the life of the jungle, 

to impose on it the kind of order urban man has achieved 

in the civilised world. The city and its European 

makers try to establish order in the chaotic province 

of Sulaco in two ways: to subdue the wild environment 

by using industrial equipment from the civilised world, 

and politically, economically and socially by taming 

the wild rebels and natives. 

The increase of the population in Sulaco and the 

settlement of villages for miners (Village I,V.II, 

V.III) suggest the attempt of the city to conquer the 

wilderness and introduce some sort of order, as implied 
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in the numbering of villages, in the naturally chaotic 

province. The gathering of workers in small villages 

is also a way to tame the wild natives and outcast 

workers from other parts of the world, and above all 

to "convert" them into urban inhabitants. This fact 

is also identical to Father Corbelan's efforts to 

convert savage Indios in the forests to Christianity, 

NOTE. It is regretted that, because of 

a typographical error, pagination 

proceeds from 306 to 308. There 

is therefore no 307. 

the province is apparent in the irony implied in the 
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in the numbering of villages, in the naturally chaotic 

province. The gathering of workers in small villages 

is also a way to tame the wild natives and outcast 

workers from other parts of the world, and above all 

to "convert" them into urban inhabitants. This fact 

is also identical to Father Corbelan's efforts to 

convert savage Indios in the forests to Christianity, 

like the Christian missionaries in Heart of Darkness. 

The introduction of the trappings of a modern 

industrial society brings a kind of progress and 

improvement to the savage hinterland. The outward 

changes such as the railway line, the telegraph cable 

and carriage roads are attempts to conquer the natural 

h d " . . I . "th t . c aos an C1V1 1se e na 1ves. This positive 

influence of civilisation is also reflected in the 

steps made to master the difficult Golfo Placido -

attempts represented by the enlargement of the O.S.N. 

Company and the increased number of ships, and later 

by the establishment of a lighthouse on the Great 

Isabel. The equivocal influence of civilisation on 

the province is apparent in the irony implied in the 
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word "lighthouse". 

The embodiment of sophisticated urban life, which 

seems to stand apart from the wilderness then comes 

close to it, apparently not only for its wealth but 

also to "civilise" it, is the American millionnaire 

Holroyd. Symbolically, Holroyd seems to stand in a 

superior position to the wilderness and believes that 

his mission is to spread civilisation by introducing 

the product of a modern city into the underdeveloped 

province of Sulaco. 

Through Holroyd, Conrad suggests a subtle relation-

ship between the wilderness and a highly sophisticated 

Western city, San Francisco. Very significantly too, 

Holroyd's decisions and plans for the silver mine in 

Costaguana are formulated in his apartments on the 

seventh floor of his headquarters in San Francisco, 

where he delivers judgement in a magisterial manner 

which brooks no dissent. It is as if the savage pro-

vince depends on him: 

'This mine can wait; it has been shut 
up before, as you know. You must under­
stand that under no circumstances will 
we consent to throw good money after bad.' 



Thus the great personage had spoken 
then, in his own private office, in a 
great city where other men (very 
considerable in the eyes of a vain 
populace) waited with alacrity upon a 
wave of his hand. 13 
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Holroyd is also confident that the world he represents 

can impose its values on the underdeveloped regions of 

the world: 

We in this country know just about 
enough to keep indoors when it rains ... 
Time itself has got to wait on tne 
greatest country in the whole of 
God's Universe. We shall be giving 
the word for everything: industry, 
trade, law, journalism, art, politics, 
and religion, from Cape Horn clear 
over to Smith's Sound, and beyond, 
too, if anything worth taking hold of 
turns up at the North Pole. 14 

The idea behind such characters as Holroyd is to 

transplant the urban way of life with all that implies 

in Conradian terms to the wilderness in order to control 

it and tame it. Holroyd's building in San Francisco is 

certainly described as a headquarters controlling the 

world outside the city or civilisation: 

In the great Holroyd building (an 
enormous pile of iron, glass, and 

13. Nostromo, p.79. 

14. Ibid., p.7/. 



blocks of stone at the corner of 
two streets, cobwebbed aloft by the 
radiation of telegraph wires) the 
heads of principal departments ex­
changed humorous glances, which meant 
that they were not let into the 15 
secrets of the San Tome business. 

The irony implied in the brief description within 

brackets, suggesting an image of shapelessness and 

disorder, may reveal the close intimacy between city 
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and jungle, and a hint that such a sophisticated urban 

building is nothing but a heap of gathered "patches", 

a mere artefact like the city itself. The author's 

ironic treatment of Holroyd, reveals the paradox that 

characterises the introduction of civilisation in the 

wilderness and the contradictions that undermine the 

values of the city in general. 

Holroyd, a typical urban capitalist, has, as I 

have already pointed out, a religious belief in his 

mission to spread the city's cultural and economic 

achievements to "dark" regions of the world. But, 

his sense of religion is contaminated by his material 

views. The juxtaposition of two different religions 

15. Nostromo, pp.80-8l. 



in the character of Holroyd is heavily ironic: the 

spiritual religion (Christianity) contending with the 

religion of steel and iron. The "humanitarian" and 

"spiritual" mission of the "Steel and Silver King" 

indeed depends on the material profit he makes in 

Sulaco: 

And as long as the treasure flowed 
north, without a break, that utter 
sentimentalist, Holroyd, would not 
drop his idea of introducing, not 
only justice, industry, peace, to 
the benighted continents but also 
that pet dream ot his of a purer 
form of Christianity.16 
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Mrs. Gould, too, expresses an ironical view of Holroyd's 

spiritualism pointing out: 

Mr. Holroyd's sense of religion •.. 
was shocked and disgusted at the 
tawdriness of dressed-up saints in 
the cathedral - the worship, he called 
it, of wood and tinsel. But it 
seemed to me that he looked upon his 
own God as a sort of influential 
partner, who gets his share of 17 
profits in the endowment of churches. 

The truth about Holroyd's attitude to religion, 

as the engineer-in-chief explains to Dr. Monygham, is 

that "he's not a missionary, but the San Tome mine 

16. Nostromo, p.240. 
17. Ibid., p.7l. 
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holds just that for him.,,18 Moreover, the complacency 

of civilisation, as embodied in Holroyd, is undermined 

by the writer showing the strong challenge of the 

wilderness to the intrusion of industrialisation and 

urban conditions. 

The transformation the city of Sulaco undergoes 

raises an important question that casts more light on 

the close interrelationship between city and wilderness. 

This question is whether industrial and economic 

improvement brings order and peace to the wilderness, 

or whether it brings disorder with it. The image of 

the city as a symbol of civilisation and the apogee of 

apparent order is still one of Conrad's main themes in 

the interrelationship of sea, city and jungle. Urban 

life is introduced in the natural, chaotic environ­

ment, and the "paradise of snakes" indeed turned, 

into an inhabitable area. 

Nevertheless, however great the efforts of civil­

isation to bring order and material progress, the city 

has always been threatened by confusion. The material 

prosperity the mine brings to the whole region is not 

18. Nostromo, p.3l7. 
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necessarily accompanied by peace and justice as Charles 

Gould believes. The silver mine, which is the main 

source of wealth, turns into a negative force. 

Gould expresses this change thus: 

The fate of the San Tom~ mine was lying 
heavy upon her heart. It was a long 
time now since she had begun to fear it. 
It had been an idea. She had watched 
it with misgivings turning into a 
fetish, and now the fetish had grown 19 
into a monstrous and crushing weight. 

Mrs. 

Decoud, too, has a similar insight into the consequences 

of material progress on Charles Gould: 

Don Carlos Gould will have enough to do 
to save his mine, wi th jts organization 
and its people; this 'Imperium in 
Imperio,' this wealth-producing thing, 
to which his sentimentalism attaches a 
strange idea of justice. He holds to 
it as some men hold to the idea of love 
or revenge •.. A passion that is not like 
the passions we know, we men of another 
blood. But it is as dangerous as any 
of ours. 20 

The dangerous growth of the mine affects not only 

individuals like Mr. Gould and his wife but the whole 

land: 

There was something inherent in the 
necessities of successful action 
which carried with it the moral 

lYe Nostromo, p.22l. 
20. Ibid., pp.244-245. 



degradation of the idea. She 
[Mrs. Gould] saw the San Tome mountain 
hanging over the Campo, over the whole 
land, feared, hated, wealthy; more 
soulless than any tyrant, more pitiless 
and autocratic than the worst Govern­
ment; ready to crush innumerable lives 
in the expansion of its greatness. 2l 

In this quotation it is also suggested that the 

material progress of the mine is associated with the 
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wilderness of the mountain and political barbarism and 

anarchy. Indeed, the treasure in the wilderness 

brings about political and social anarchy, which 

becomes the expression of the community of the new 

city. The presence of foreign occupiers creates more 

tension and a more complex form of political turbulance 

than had existed before. In The Political Novels of 

Joseph Conrad, Eloise Knapp Hay pointed out: 

In Nostromo we have Conrad's most com­
prehensive and vivid portrayal of that 
jungle - and one of misguided effort to 
clear it. Notably, the only foreigners 
who may be said to be in Costaguana for 
political purposes are the American 
Holroyd, the Marxist photographer , and 
the Englishman of the railway, WhO 
illustrates as much as Gould does the 
new imperialism of capital investment, 

21. Nostromo, p.52l. 



through its refusal to jeopardize 
itself by political commitment, is 
inviting not only anarchy and war 
but a rabid xenophobia. 22 

Concerning this transformation of Sulaco into a new 

form of wilderness from the political point of view, 

Claire Rosenfield also expresses an opinion similar 

to that of Knapp Hay: 

This 'paradise of snakes' is a prophecy 
of the future, of the constant threat of 
corruption over the Conradian universe, 
of the evil influence of the traditional 
in the political affairs of the area. 23 

The change brought to the silver mine and its 

entourage sums up the paradox of introducing civil-

isation in the wilderness. The savage landscape of 

the mine is cleared out, but at the same time it is 

turned into a kind of wasteland as tne fountain is 

dried up during the clearing of the wilderness: 

The waterfall existed no longer. The 
tree-ferns that had luxuriated in its 
spray had dried around the dried-up pool, 
and the high ravine was only a big trench 
half filled up with the refuse of excav­
ations and tailings ••• Only the memory 
of the waterfall, with its amazing 
fernery, like a hanging garden above the 

2L. Eloise Knapp Hay, The Political Novels of 
Joseph Conrad (The University of Chicago 
Press, 1963), p.2l2. 

23. Claire Rosenfield, Paradise of Snakes (The 
University of Chicago Press, lY70),pp.68-69. 
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rocks of the gorge, was preserved in 
Mrs. Gould's water-colour sketch •..• 
Mrs. Gould had seen it all from the 
beginning: the clearing of the wilder­
ness, the making of the road, the cutting 
of new paths up the cliff face to San Tome. 24 

The use of modern equipment, therefore, both clea~out 

the jungle and disfigures the natural image of the 

environment. The main purpose of this transformation 

of the natural wilderness is, indeed, to get to the 

silver mine. 

The extraction of the silver brings more material 

development to the region and in particular contributes 

to the expansion and modernisation of the town of 

Sulaco. However, the material progress of the area 

does not necessarily ensure order and peace in the 

community. Hence, Charles Gould's speculation about 

giving priority to material improvement in order to 

bring justice, order and peace to the province is not 

justified in the context of the novel as a whole. 

The end of the story confirms the irony that under-

mines Gould's philosophy. This irony can be summed 

up in the phrase describing the final achievements 

24. Nostromo, p.106. 
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and prosperity of Sulaco, the Occidental Republic: 

"a terrible success." 

The source of material interests and the seeming 

agent of stability and security becomes the mainspring 

of disorder and savagery. Dr. Monygham observes to 

Mrs. Gould that 

the time approaches when all that the 
Gould Concession stands for shall weigh 
as heavily upon the people as the barbar­
ism, cruelty, and misrule of a few years 
back. 2S 

As the last pa~t of the novel demonstrates, the material 

improvement of the Republic is inevitably accompanied 

by moral failure, and in this way Sulaco, despite its 

industrialisation and social organisation, is turned 

into a modern wasteland or another form of wilderness. 

Dr. Leavis expresses this paradox of Sulaco growing 

rich, but at the same time breeding dark powers, in 

this way: 

The ironical end of the book shows a 
Sulaco in which order and ideals have 
triumphed, Progress forges ahead, and 
the all-powerful Concession has become 
the focus of hate for workers and the 
oppressed and a symbol of crushing 

2S. Nostromo, p.Sll. 



materialism for idealists and defenders 
of the spirit. 26 
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Besides the paradox in the attempt of civilisation 

to impose itself on the savage environment, Conrad also 

shows that the wilderness challenges strongly the pene-

tration of urban life. The growth of the city and the 

modernisation it stands for is always resisted by the 

hostile environment, which remains at best indifferent 

to the new changes taking place in the city and the 

propagation of technology and industrialisation. In 

his "Author's Note" to Nostromo Conrad underlines the 

indifference of the natural scene to the struggle of 

characters: "I had the first vision of a twilight 

country which was to become the province of Sulaco, 

with its high shadowy Sierra and its misty Campo for 

mute witnesses of events flowing from the passions of 

h 0 h dOd d 01" men s ort-slg te In goo an eVl • 

The resistance of the wilderness to the intrusion 

of all that is represented by the city is also suggested 

in the legend of the gringos in Azuera. The failure 

of the American gringos and the fate of the foreigners 

26. The Great Tradition, p.2l9. 
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in Sulaco may suggest, in general terms, how the city 

or civilisation introduced in the province from the 

outside world fails to impose itself on it. Through-

out this novel Conrad presents the savage surroundings 

as a challenging force to the invasion of the city and 

the latter's fragility and inability to subdue the 

wilderness. This is indicated in the image of the 

towering and unshakable mountains of Higuerota, the 

opacity and impenetrability of the Golfo Placido and 

the mystery that surrounds the peninsula of Azuera. 

The power of the landscape, like the natural 

setting in The Nigger of the "Narcissus" and Heart of 

Darkness, menaces and belittles the human community 

and their activities in the province of Sulaco. A 

picture of the rebels on the desert plain presents 

them as tiny creatures playing a futile game: 

Giorgio saw one fall, rider and horse 
disappearing as if they had galloped 
into a chasm, and the movements of the 
animated scene were like the passages 
of a violent game played upon the plain 
by dwarfs mounted and on foot, yelling 
with tiny throats, under the mountain 
that seemed a colossal embodiment of 
silence. 27 

27. Nostromo, pp.26-27. 
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The Golfo Placido, too, manifests indifference 

and generates a mass of darkness that seems to wrap 

the whole area and obliterate it: "[Decoud] had the 

strangest sensation of his soul having just returned 

into his body from the circumambient darkness in which 

land, sea, sky, the mountains, and the rocks were as 

if they had not been.,,28 Significantly, silence is 

stressed in the description of both the mountain and 

the gulf. The "deathlike stillness,,29 of the latter 

again suggests the indifference and resistance of the 

wilderness to the city. Later on as Decoud shoots 

himself and rolls overboard into the sea "[the] 

glittering surface [of the Placid Gulf] remained 

. d ,,30 b h untroubled by the fall of hlS bo y. Even y t e 

end of the story, the gulf is still a place of dark-

ness as Nostromo is still able to cross it unseen to 

steal a few silver ingots from the Great Isabel. 

The location itself of the city in the midst of 

the wild environment composed of mountains, desert 

28. Nostromo, p.262. 

29. Ibid., p.279. 

30. Ibid., p.SOl. 
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plain, gulf and islands, shows not only how these 

elements are physically related, as has already been 

indicated, but especially how the environmental wilder-

ness defies the penetration of the city products. In 

spite of the introduction of "the material apparatus of 

perfected civilisation", the real jungle remains a 

challenging force as has been argued by a number of 

critics. 

Both Jacques Berthoud and Juliet MacLauchlan agree 

on the overwhelming power of the natural surroundings 

in Nostromo: 

Nature is felt _as a largely untamed 
presence

i 
often dwarfing the activities 

of man. 3 

Human efforts are puny, dwarfed bY32 
the vastness of the natural scene. 

The challenging power of the wilderness is also con-

veyed through the persistence of rebellions and revol-

utions in the province. Jacques Berthoud compares the 

function of revolutions in Nostromo to the natural ele-

ments in The Nigger of the "Narcissus" and Heart of 

Darkness in these words: "The 'storm' of revolution 

31. Joseph Conrad: The Major Phase, p.9S. 
32. Juliet MacLauchlan, Conrad: Nostromo (Edward 

Arnold Publishers Ltd., 1969), p.SO. 
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works in the same way as the more literal tempest of the 

Narcissus or the forest of Heart of Darkness.,,33 The 

bandit Hernandez and his men are a good example of the 

defiance of any organised army in the country. The 

integrity of Hernandez and his friends' loyalty to him 

is a significant ironical comment on the army of the 

Government itself. 

The challenge of the jungle to civilisation and 

the former's overpowering presence on the fabricated 

scene of SulacQ reveal the way in which Conrad expresses 

his irony vis-a-vis the complacency of the world of the 

city in relation to the wilderness, and the subtle 

influence of the latter on the former. In this view, 

it may be said that the world of civilisation is 

apparently defeated by the wilderness. Related to 

this idea are two themes central to the interrelation­

ship ,between sea, city and jungle and their implica­

tions: the withdrawal of the main characters into 

the wilderness and the growth of the city in a sort 

of jungle. 

33. Joseph Conrad: The Major Phase, p.99. 
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The tendency to withdraw from the city to the 

wilderness is well reflected in the character of 

Charles Gould. It actually appears early in his life 

even before he comes to settle in Sulaco, when he is 

still studying in Europe to become a mining engineer. 

Gould is fascinated by abandoned quarries and mines. 

He develops a kind of emotional attachment to them as 

to human beings. This anticipates his later relation-

ship with the San Tome mine and his abandoning of his 

life in the city for the sake of the rocky mountains. 

This early attachment to quarries, in other words, 

foreshadows the gradual perversion of his emotions, 

which divert from human beings to objects and in par-

ticular to the silver mine: 

Left after he was twenty to his own 
guidance (except for the severe 
injunction not to return to Costaguana), 
he had pursued his studies in Belgium 
and France with the idea of qualifying 
for a mining engineer. But this 
scientific aspect of his labours 
remained vague and imperfect in his mind. 
Mines had acquired for him a dramatic 
interest. He studied their peculiarities 
from a personal point of view, too, as one 
would study the varied characters of men. 
He visited them as one goes with curiosity 
to call upon remarkable persons. He 



visited mines in Germany, in Spain, in 
Cornwall. Abandoned workings had for 
him strong fascination. Their desolation 
appealed to him like the sight of human 
misery, whose causes are varied and pro­
found. 34 

Further to Gould's early experience with the 

wilderness of abandoned mines and quarries and his 

attraction to them, his father's letters from 

Costaguana curiously establish a kind of relation-

ship between him and the silver mine in Sulaco. In 

one of his letters, his father calls the mine "that 

cavern of thieves, intriguers, and brigands.,,35 

Despite his father's warnings against the dangers of 
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the San Tome mine, at the age of twenty Charles Gould 

had already'tallen under the spell of the San Tome 

mine. But it was another form of enchantment, more 

suitable to his youth, into whose magic formula there 

entered hope, vigour, and self-confidence, instead of 

[ 1 
,,36 

weary indignation and despair of his father_. 

Thus, through Gould's initial attachment to wild 

and deserted places, the writer prepares us for his 

34. Nostromo, p.59. 
35. Ibid., p.57. 
36. Ibid., p.59. 
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possession by the mine in the jungle-grown mountain, 

which becomes his final dwelling, leaving behind the 

human comfort in the city of Sulaco. This rejection 

of the city by man and the choice of the wilderness, 

as seen through Gould, have moral implications regard-

ing his relationship with his wife. His dedication 

to the mine acquires a spiritual value as it comes to 

stand for everything to him. As his wife tries to 

appeal to his feelings, he tells her, defending the 

mine: 

'But there are facts. The worth of the 
mine - as a mine - is beyond doubt .•.• 
But its safety, its continued existence 
as enterprise, giving a return to men -
to strangers, comparative strangers -
who invest money in it, is left alto­
gether in my hands. '37 

Significantly, Charles Gould often leaves the 

city and his wife to spend a long time in the mountain. 

Towards the end of the novel he belongs more to the 

mine than to his wife. Even his contribution in 

bringing modernisation to Sulaco is useful to him only 

in so far as it serves as a protection to the Gould 

Concession and preserves its value as a source of 

37. Nostromo, p.72. 



material interests. When the city is besieged by 

opposing forces, Gould's and the other Europeans' 

main preoccupation is how to save the rest of the 

silver still in the mine. Thus, they turn their 

backs on the city and focus on the silver mine. 

At a critical moment, Gould is even ready to 

blow up the mine instead of sacrificing it in ex­

change for the city's security. During the chaotic 

situation in the city, the other elements - the sea 

and the wilderness -, too, enter into play. Decoud 

and Nostromo retreat to the Great Isabel to save the 

silver. Dr. Monygham and Mitchell, like Gould, are 

concerned with the mine in the mountain. In other 

words, although the city is the main theatre it is 

not the only area of conflict, and thus the link 

between the three elements remains constant in all 

circumstances. 

Nostromo's withdrawal into the wilderness is, 

like Gould's, gradual. After his night-journey to 
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the Great Isabel with Decoud, Nostromo returns to the 

city while the former remains there for ever. Al­

though Nostromo keeps travelling between the city and 
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the island after he has decided to keep the silver for 

himself, his final trip is back to Sulaco, a fact that 

gives the latter a positive note in relation to the 

wilderness. However, Nostromo's destruction and 

mastery by the wilderness is inevitable and he returns 

to the city already bearing a fatal wound while trying 

to steal more silver from the island. 

More significantly, Nostromo returns to Mrs. 

Gould, who embodies the positive aspects of the city. 

He confesses to her the cause of his destruction and 

tries to tell her where the silver is concealed. In 

the light of this confession, then, his final trip 

from the wilderness to the city suggests an affirm­

ation of the latter as a human community, setting the 

two elements slightly apart from one another. 

Nostromo's story describes his movement from the city 

to the wilderness and reveals some important aspects of 

the interrelationship between the two elements. His 

life can be roughly divided into two parts: the first 

one within the city of Sulaco, and the second outside 

it in deserted places. 



While living in the city, Nostromo is totally 

committed to its activities and acts as an agent of 

order and peace. He restrains the thieves and 

troublemakers in the town and helps the Europeans 

to save Ribiera in order to secure their interests. 

In this respect Captain Mitchell heaps praise upon 

him, remarking: 

But without him Senor Ribiera would 
have been a dead man. This Nostromo, 
sir, a man absolutely above reproach, 
became the terror of all the thieves 
in the town. We were infested, 
infested, overrun, sir, here at that 
time by ladrones and matreros, 
thieves and murderers from the whole 
province. 38 

As a member of this society, what concerns him is 
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his name and reputation. Then the first step towards 

the wilderness occurs the night he escapes with the 

silver to the Great Isabel, and in particular, after 

his decision to keep the secret of the treasure for 

himself. He first crosses the dark and insecure 

gulf and reaches the deserted island where he and 

Decoud bury the silver in a ravine, a kind of 

rehearsal of the gringo legend. 

After swimming back to the mainland, Nostromo 

38. Nostromo, p.13. 
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symbolically sleeps in "a lair of grass,,39 like Decoud 

himself. As he wakes up the first sight his eyes 

fall upon is a vulture, now his only witness. These 

two details indicate Nostromo's retreat, both meta­

phorical and literal, into the wilderness and iso-

lation. Even in his beliefs he is making a step 

backward as he becomes more and more superstitious. 

Nostromo's journey out of the city, nevertheless, 

gives him the advantage of looking upon his previous 

life from an attitude of detachment and self-awareness. 

He actually realises that he has been used as an instu­

ment by the Europeans of Sulaco, hence the prophetic 

words of Teresa Viola corne true. Moreover, as Sulaco 

grows into a larger and more complex city, Nostromo 

can no longer cope with it or enjoy his public fame. 

He begins to have doubts about everything and keeps 

wondering whether he is alive or dead. This moral 

degradation Nostromo suddenly undergoes reveals how 

he has begun to abandon his previous life in the 

city for the new life in the wilderness. 

awakening he realises that: 

39. Nostromo, p.411. 

On his 



It was more like the end of things. 
The necessity of living concealed 
somehow, for God knows how long, which 
assailed him on his return to con­
sciousness, made everything that had 
gone before for years appear vain and 
foolish, like a flattering dream corne 
suddenly to an end. 40 
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Concerning his identity, there occurs a shift from 

the name given to him by society to one based on the 

material value of the silver, which also confirms his 

gradual withdrawal from the city into the world of the 

jungle. In the new circumstances, Nostromo, so to 

speak, has exchanged the moral "treasure", which was 

always rather uncertain being based a little uneasily 

on reputation or public identity, for material 

treasure. His identity as an individual belonging 

to a community of men begins to vanish the moment he 

embarks upon his desperate adventure to conceal the 

silver in the Great Isabel. In Paradise of Snakes 

Claire Rosenfield formulates Nostromo's change in these 

words: 

After his symbolic rebirth, he cannot 
bridge the gap between the two worlds -
the logical simple world he has created 
for himself and the dark world of the 

40. Nostromo, p.4l4. 



unknown. This new life begins the 
moment he awakens on the mainland, for 
he must live both concealed himself and 
concealing the hiding place of the 
silver .•. As Nostromo's secrets grow, 
so his isolation from the community 
grows. The town for which he under­
took the quest is forgotten. 4l 

Symptomatically, Nostromo, after his return from 

the Great Isabel, looks upon the city as a world 
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closed to him, similar to Hervey's impression following 

his glimpse of the stream of darkness beneath the city. 

The new vision of the town is very suggestive: 

And behind the pale long front of the 
Custom House, there appeared the extent 
of the town like a grove of thick 
timber on the plain with a gateway in 
front, and the cupolas, towers, and 
miradors rising above the trees, all 
dark, as if surrendered already to 
the night. The thought that it was 
no longer open to him to ride through 
the streets, recognized by everyone ••. 
made it appear to him as a town that has 
no existence. 42 

The image of the city as Nostromo sees it is like 

a forest, suggesting danger and hostility; hence his 

sense of being alienated from it. The city where he 

41. Paradise of Snakes, pp.68-69. 

42. Nostromo, pp.4l4-41S. 
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used to enjoy publicity and to live in safety has now 

reverted to a hostile wilderness. He then turns away 

from the city to the actual wilderness where, in his 

present situation, he finds security in darkness and 

concealment. Losing all confidence in the city and 

its people, he resolves to take refuge in dark and 

deserted places like the Great Isabel. 

Decoud's last view of the city, too, is much 

similar to Nostromo's as described in the above 

quotation. As he leaves the city to join Nostromo 

in the harbour, Decoud is confronted with a black 

picture, which anticipates his expulsion from Sulaco. 

In a letter to his sister he describes this picture 

of the city: 

The street was dark, the houses shut 
up, and I walked out of the town in 
the night. Not a single street-lamp 
had been lit for two days, and the 
archway of the gate was only a mass 
of darkness in the vague form of a 
tower. 43 

The city Decoud leaves for the wilderness presents 

an image resembling the Golfo Placido and the uninhab-

ited islands, and in this way, the two elements are 

43. Nostromo, p.246. 
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brought into an intimate relationship. 

In the second part of his life, Nostromo sig­

nificantly adheres to the secret societies of workers, 

who are preparing to overthrow the new, established 

order in the city. He becomes a member of poten­

tially anarchist groups, which is compatible with 

his gradual withdrawal from city to wilderness, from 

the ordered side of the city to its dark and secret 

side. This latter is indeed the point of inter-

section between the city as a whole and the wilder-

ness. Furthermore, Nostromo's absence from the city 

increases as he becomes obsessed with the lighter, 

presented to him by Captain Mitchell and Mrs Gould. 

He stealthily sails during the night to the Great 

Isabel to steal silver ingots and disappears for 

several days at a time to sell them in far away ports. 

The city, then, loses all the previous signifi­

cance it had for Nostromo. Instead, he frequently 

visits the desert island, abandoning the city; and 

although it is not long before he returns to it, he 

is no longer the same man. This is to say that 
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Nostromo is generally giving up life in the human 

community or the city in favour of the wilderness. 

Nostromo's moral change reveals the difference between 

life in the city as an organised human community and 

life in the wilderness or isolation. This kind of 

withdrawal from the city to the wilderness of the 

individual is further dramatised in Decoud's exper-

ience. 

Decoud is a typical representative of the city: 

he is the journalist of Sulaco, "an idle boulevardier", 

"he imagined himself Parisian to the tips of his 

" " ,,44 fingers and the adopted child of Western Europe. 

When he is in the city and in the midst of a human 

community, he is sceptical and scornful, believing 

in nothing but the power of intelligence. But once 

he leaves the city and confronts the indifference of 

the gulf and the complete absence of continuity it 

discloses to him, neither his scepticism nor his 

intelligence is able to protect him: "Intellectually 

self-confident, he suffered from being deprived of the 

44. Nostromo, pp.152-l53, p.156. 
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only weapon he could use with effect. No intelligence 

could penetrate the darkness of the Placid Gulf.,,45 

What Decoud glimpses during his stay on the island 

exposed to the dark mass of waters is the sense of an 

immense continuity without meaning and fear of the 

void, - an image of a universe that does not accommodate 

itself to man. Decoud's first day on the Great Isabel 

is, indeed, a new experience, deprived of the familiar 

conditions whereby he survives: 

And he had not heard a sound, either, 
all day but that one now of his own 
muttering voice. It had been a day 
of absolute silence - the first he had 
known in his life. 46 

On his tenth day on the island surrounded by the gulf, 

Decoud finds himself in a sort of limbo: 

the solitude appeared like a great 
void, and the silence of the gulf 
like a tense, thin cord to which he 
hung suspended by both hands, without 
fear, without surprise, without any 
sort of emotion whatever. 47 

It is this glimpse of the absence of meaning in the 

universe that actually drives him to death. The 

45. Nostromo, p.275. 

46. Ibid., p.496. 

47. Ibid., p.498. 
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presence of annihilating powers on the island and in the 

gulf brings the city and the wilderness into a position 

of two opposing elements, thus recalling the oppo-

sition between the "habitual" and the "unusual", or the 

city and jungle expressed in "An Outpost of Progress". 

In the city Decoud at least finds objects to 

direct his scepticism against, which makes his survival 

possible despite his attitude of detachment. In other 

words, his philosophy needs society to reject it. 

Hence his partial commitment to Sulaco's life, for 

to be sceptical he has to be in society. In short, 

in society Decoud is sure of his individuality, while 

in the complete emptiness on the deserted island 

nothing can reassure his sense of identity or exis-

tence: 

Solitude from mere outward condition 
of existence becomes very swiftly a 
state of soul in which the affectations 
of irony and scepticism have no place. 
It takes possession of the mind, and 
drives forth the thought into the exile 
of utter unbelief. After three days of 
waiting for the sight of some human face, 
Decoud caught himself entertaining a 
doubt of his individuality.48 

48. Nostromo, p.497. 
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Decoud's tragedy reveals, by implication, the 

positive side of life in the city as opposed to 

isolation in the wilderness - an aspect of the inter-

relationship between city and jungle Conrad emphas-

ises throughout his works and explicitly stated in 

"An Outpost of Progress": 

They [Kayerts and Carlier] were two 
perfectly insignificant and incapable 
individuals, whose existence is only 
rendered possible through the high 
organization of civilized crowds. 
Few men realize that their life, the 
very essence of their character, 
their capabilities and their audacities, 
are only the expression of their belief 
in the safety of their surroundings. 
The courage, the composure, the con­
fidence; the emotions and principles; 
every great and every insignificant 
thought belongs not to the individual 
but to the crowd: to the crowd that 
believes blindly in the irresistible 
force of its institutions and of its 
morals, in the power of its police and 
of its opinion. 49 

Decoud's experience on the Great Isabel also recalls 

Heyst's in Victory. The relationship between Sulaco 

and the island on the one hand, and the small town 

of the white community and Heyst's island on the 

other, reveals the advantages of living in society 

and the danger of isolation in the wilderness. 

49. "An Outpost of Progress", p.89. 
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However, Decoud differs from Heyst in that he 

adopts a radical attitude, which he generalises in 

terms of the whole universe. Thus, to Decoud both 

the city and the wilderness become confused, wearing 

a black and pessimistic image. Unlike him, Heyst 

at least keeps visiting the small town in the neigh-

bourhood. Decoud dramatically reaches a drastic 

conclusion, and the city of Sulaco does not seem to 

him a possible escape from the dark powers the island 

and the Placid Gulf disclose to him; rather, he 

thinks of his life among the people in Sulaco as a 

nightmare: 

He resolved not to give himself up to 
these people in Sulaco, who had beset 
him, unreal and terrible, like jibbering 
and obscene spectres. He saw himself 
struggling feebly in their midst, and 
Antonia, gigantic and lovely like an 
allegorical statue, looking on with 
sCQrnful eyes at his weakness. SO 

In short, the tragedies of both Heyst and Decoud 

confirm by implication the importance of the community 

and the civilised appearance of the city as a fabricated 

50. Nostromo, pp.497-498. 
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setting constructed by man to protect himself against 

the evils of the wilderness. Yet, the relationship 

between sea, city and jungle becomes more complicated 

in Conrad's works as the city itself usually tends to 

turn into a form of wilderness. 

The theme of withdrawal from the city, a 

socially organised community, into the wilderness, an 

area of savage nature and isolation, seen through 

three major characters, Charles Gould, Nostromo and 

Decoud, expresses the growth of the city into a jungle 

and the extent to which the latter is still an over-

whelming force. The focus of the main characters 

on the hostile, desert environment may also suggest 

their dissatisfaction and disillusionment with urban 

and industrialised life which, in spite of its 

material progress, does not ensure a permanent and 

solid stability and order. 

Indeed, Decoud is, as I have already indicated, 

disappointed with both the city and the wilderness, 

concluding that there is no possibility for order in 

the whole universe. Charles Gould, on the other hand, 

remains until the end fascinated by the wealth buried 
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in the gorge of the mountain. 

in the case of Nostromo, too. 

The city is frustrating 

His identity as a 

product of his performance in Sulaco proves to him 

to be false. After his journey to the Great Isabel 

he becomes aware of the corrupting conditions of the 

city and its people. 

This sense of dissatisfaction with urban life -

its betrayal of the individual and its lack of stab­

ility and security - exhibits something in common 

between the city and the wilderness: the lack of a 

solid ground that offers order and peace. Hervey's 

experience in the city of London ("The Return") has 

already demonstrated the permanent existence of the 

jungle within the sophisticated environment of the 

city and the intimate interrelationship between the 

two settings. 

In Heart of Darkness, too, we have noted that 

Conrad explores through brief details of London and 

Brussels how far urban life still preserves some 

aspects of the jungle. Later, in The Secret Agent 

the writer contents himself with the city as a 

sufficient physical scene to explore his themes, 



which are not different from those expressed against 

the background of the natural jungle, the desert 

islands or the sea. 
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In Nostromo, even at its final stage of modern­

isation the city of Sulaco maintains some features of 

the wilderness that surrounds it and which it tries 

to subdue during its stages of growth, from the 

earlier adventurers in search of gold until the intro­

duction of technological equipment and urban instit­

utions and conditions in the form of banks, big 

stores and clubs. Even when Sulaco grows larger 

and more sophisticated, it becomes identical to the 

Golfo Placido, engendering new forces of chaos and 

disorder. Thus, the natural chaos and darkness that 

characterise the wild surroundings, both sea and 

countryside, find their equivalents in the urban area 

of Sulaco. 

In this view, as we are corning to see, Conrad's 

use of the city does not stand for an absolute symbol 

of order and a world completely different from the 

jungle, for the city itself generates dark powers 

similar to the ones in the wilderness. In Nostromo, 
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by virtue of dealing with the growth of a town in the 

midst of the wilderness into a sort of modern city, 

Conrad seems to demonstrate that as the city grows 

and develops signs and symptoms of modern industrial 

progress, what grows in its shadows is the jungle. 

There are, so to speak, other significant changes 

that happen along with the material progress: 

"Material changes swept along in the train of material 

interests. And other changes more subtle, outwardly 

unmarked, affected the minds and hearts of the 

,,51 
workers. 

So, the jungle is not totally eradicated from the 

city: inevitable, chaotic forces persist in under­

mining urban life and prevent any peace or order in 

spite of its social organisation and the economic 

improvement it brings. Paradoxically enough, as the 

economy of the province thrives, secret forces are 

taking shape to overthrow the newly-established 

system. The discontented working-class is the new 

form of chaos brought into being by the development 

51. Nostromo, p.504. 



of urban conditions. This bleak prospect of the 

city is conveyed by Dr. Monygham in a conversation 

with Mrs. Gould: 

There is no peace and no rest in the 
development of material interests. 
They have their law, and their justice. 
But it is founded on expediency, and 
is inhuman; it is without rectitude, 
without the continuity and the force 
that can be found only in a moral 
principle. 52 

In short, despite the material progress of Sulaco, 

the change hinted at towards the end of the novel 

suggests that there is, indeed, no permanent order 
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or stability, and that the community of the so-called 

regenerated city is in a constant state of flux. 

Thus, the image of the city as portrayed in 

Nostromo at its final stage of "development" is 

much similar to the city in The Secret Agent, where 

London generates its own darkness and anarchic social 

forces. On the social and political level, Sulaco 

is truthfully turned into a form of jungle. From 

this point of view, the city is regressing to its 

earlier stages: as a theatre of rebellions and 

52. Nostromo, p.5ll. 



revolutions. D. Van Ghent sums up the kind of 

wilderness that accompanies industrialisation in these 

words: 

[Sulaco] a frontier world, where a 
sleepy, pastoral Campo has been 
invaded by industrialization, bringing 
with it all the complex energies, con­
fusion or racial histories and attitudes, 
and moral anxieties that industrial 
revolution introduces to a pastoral 
colonial people. 53 

This reversion of the city from an ostensible 

agent of order into a source of chaos is itself 

reflected in the change Nostromo undergoes, as we 

have already seen. Order and security, supposed to 

be brought by the city, now ironically flow from the 

wilderness: 

For the San Tom~ mine was to become 
an institution, a rallying point for 
everything in the province that needed 
order and stability to live. Security 
seemed to flow uEon this land from the 
mountain-gorge. 5 

The source of material interests and the apparent 

agent of stability and security also becomes the 

mainspring of disorder and savagery. Dr. Monygham 

53. Joseph Conrad: A Collection of Criticism, 
edited by F.R. Karl (Mc Craw-Hill, Inc., 
1975), p.48. 

54. Nostromo, p.IIO. 

345. 
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remarks to Mrs. Gould: "The time approaches when all 

that the Gould Concession stands for shall weigh as 

heavily upon the people as the barbarism, cruelty, 

and misrule of a f b k ,,55 ew years ac. 

The growth of the city into a new wilderness is 

particularly manifested in the impact of the new 

changes on the human conscience of the individuals. 

Like the moral shock of Hervey in the city of London, 

as he becomes aware that the whole city is turning 

into a desert island wherein the individual confronts 

dark powers alone, the main characters in Nostromo 

ultimately undergo the same feeling. 

The sense of complete isolation and lack of 

communication have the same intensity on the individ-

ual's conscience as the physical isolation Heyst suffers 

from in Victory, or Decoud on the Great Isabel. More-

over, the desolation of the individual in the city of 

Sulaco is much like that of the white man's exper-

ience in the Malay or African jungle. The impact of 

the wilderness, literal or metaphorical, is one of the 

55. Nostromo, p.511. 
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main preoccupations of Conrad in works with different 

settings. Conrad's irony lies in bringing the city 

into an intimate relationship with the wilderness, 

despite its constructed environment and progress of 

civilisation. 

Conrad's vision of the city is very similar to 

the one conveyed by other modern writers, whose 

attitude towards it is that of a wasteland. Examples 

of such writers are James Joyce, in particular his 

depiction of Dublin in Ulysses and other works; 

D.H. Lawrence, whose main preoccupation is the impact 

of industrialisation on the human conscience; and 

T.S. Eliot in his well-known poem The Wasteland. 

The image of the city as portrayed by these writers 

is indeed a modern wasteland where human values and 

emotions are corrupted; and generally the individual 

is presented as a solitary figure in a populous city. 

In Nostromo, too, the city gradually acquires the 

features of the wilderness, especially as far as 

human relations and the individual's conscience are 

concerned. 
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Perhaps the most touching example of the human 

tragedy which results from the transformation of the 

city into a wilderness and its effect on the human 

feelings is the character of Mrs. Gould. Conrad 

dramatises her fate in the light of the irony he 

conveys through Charles Gould's complacent belief 

that order and justice can be achieved only if 

material interests are successful. As Sulaco grows 

materially successful something more precious, the 

"h t ". I . h uman reasure, lS ost In t e process. Mrs. 

Gould is the character associated with this "human 

treasure": 

Dr. Monygham had grown older, with his 
head steel-grey and the unchanged 
expression of his face, living on the 
inexhaustible treasure of his devotion 
drawn upon in the secret of his heart 
like a store of unlawful wealth. 56 

As the Gould Concession prospers, Mrs. Gould 

gradually loses her husband's affection. From the 

beginning Mrs. Gould is indeed suspicious about the 

prosperity of the silver mine, while her main concern 

is for human beings in themselves. Symbolically, 

56. Nostromo, p.504. 



the Goulds have no children, which indicates the 

wasteland in which human relations end. Concerning 

the effect of the silver mine on the Goulds' life, 

D. Van Ghent pointed out: "The San Tome mine is to 

make her [Mrs. Gould's] married life barren.,,57 

The impact of materialism on human feelings is 

also associated with the expansion of industrial-

isation in the area. Mr. Fleishman remarks that 

"the people stand in danger of that primary evil of 

industrialization: dehumanization. ,,58 The silver 

and the material progress it brings to Sulaco indeed 
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turn the people into machines sapping their affections 

and emotions. Mrs. Gould fails to detach her husband 

from that gorge in the mountain, where he is being 

swallowed up. And thus she remains alone in the 

city where her home, like Hervey's in "The Return", 

is turned into an empty dwelling: 

Had anybody asked her of what she was 
thinking, alone in the garden of the 
Casa, with her husband at the mine and 
the house closed to the street like an 
empty dwelling, her frankness would 
have had to evade the question. 59 

58. Conrad's Politics, p.73. 
59. Nostromo, p.520. 
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The same theme of materialism that comes between 

human beings is also suggested in the relationship 

between Nostromo and Viola's younger daughter, and 

Decoud and Antonia Avellanos. On the whole, most 

of the main characters in Nostromo are destroyed morally 

or physically, or both, because of their association 

with the silver. At the end the city of Sulaco 

becomes a dwelling of forlorn and lonely individuals. 

In Nostromo, as we have seen, the three ele­

ments, sea, city and jungle, are related to each 

other, not only geographically but also thematically. 

What Conrad explores through the growth of Sulaco in 

contact with its hostile enviro~ment is the reduction 

of a city to the condition of a jungle. In this 

novel, like the other works, the city and the wilder­

ness do overlap and tend to become fused when the 

former acquires characteristics of the latter. 

The reduction of the city to a form of wilderness 

reveals, amongst other things, Conrad's suspicion of 

the growth of sophisticated and mechanised life in 

urban areas. The writer suggests that the more 



complex urban life becomes, the more the city re­

gresses to a primitive level, which brings it close 

to the chaotic image of the natural jungle and sea. 

However, this interaction between the three major 

settings is always finely regulated and therefore 

they remain distinct despite the aspects they share. 

For example, while Decoud adopts a pessimistic view 

of the whole universe after his experience on the 

Great Isabel, Conrad's attitude towards the relation­

ship between city and wilderness is, to some extent, 

like Marlow's in Heart of Darkness. Although 

Conrad seems to insist on their close intimacy, he 

at the same time suggests that the achievements of 

the city, as distinct from the wilderness, can offer 

a possibility for man's survival, a modus vivendi 

against the chaos inherent in the universe. While 

suspecting some aspects of civilisation, such as 

industrialisation and materialism and the negative 

impact of urban life on the human conscience, Conrad 

does not deny the utility of a fabricated artefact -

the city - to control the chaotic elements in the 

natural jungle. 

351. 
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By insisting on the theme of the interrelation­

ship between sea, city and jungle, Conrad also 

expresses a strong scepticism about the complacency 

of the city and its claim to an absolute achievement 

whereby man would be able to subdue the natural chaos 

and convert it into order: hence the pervading 

presence of the wilderness behind the artifice of 

civilisation. However, in spite of the negative 

aspects of the city, at least it serves as a pro­

tective artefact against the destructive forces in 

the wilderness. What Conrad seems to convey through 

the interrelationship between the three elements and 

their implications is that the city, as a symbol of 

human progress and civilisation, is indeed a step 

toward imposing order of some sort on the natural 

chaos; but at the same time it remains far from 

being an absolute instrument with which to master the 

wilderness. Thus Conrad's regulating technique 

never shows the elements of the interrelationship in 

question in complete, morally exclusive, contrast or 

in full permeability. 
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In his later major novels, Conrad turns to the 

city as the main mise-en-scene for the story, like 

The Secret Agent. Limiting his tale to the city as 

the main physical setting, he finds it a sufficient 

ground for the themes and that vision of human nature 

which he has explored in novels where the sea and the 

jungle predominate. The human strife and frustra­

tions he conveys through lonely characters on an 

island,- in a forest or on board a ship cut off from 

the land, also form his main preoccupation in dealing 

with man in an urban context. 

As far as the interrelationship between sea, city 

and jungle is concerned Nostromo, then)could be con­

sidered, broadly speaking, as a bridge between works 

about the sea and jungle on the one hand, and works 

with a purely urban background on the other. This 

is suggested in the topography Conrad creates in this 

novel, where he gathers in one single area the three 

elements in their physical form. This and the 

process of the small town growing into a real urban 

centre and its ambiguous concomitants give Nostromo 

a particular individuality among Conrad's works. 



CHAPTER V: 

THE VISION OF THE CITY 

354. 
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Conrad started writing The Secret Agent just 

after finishing Nostromo and The Mirror of the Sea. 

As far as the study of the interrelationship between 

sea, city and jungle and their implications in 

Conrad's works are concerned, it is important to take 

notice of this fact. On the one hand, Nostromo deals 

with an imaginary province in South America, where the 

town of Sulaco is depicted as growing into a city . 
~n 

contact with the sea and the wilderness; on the 

other, The Mirror of the Sea is perhaps Conrad's best 

record of his experiences and memories of the sea and 

sea-life. In his "Author's Note" to The Secret Agent 

he refers to the book's immediate precursors, hinting 

at the influence of their settings and meanings on 

his imagination while writing The Secret Agent. He 

declares: 

The inception of The Secret Agent 
followed immediately on a two years' 
period of intense absorption in the 
task of writing that remote novel, 
Nostromo, with its far off Latin­
American atmosphere; and the pro­
foundly personal Mirror of the Sea. 
The first an intense creative effort 
on what I suppose will always remain 



my largest canvas, the second an 
unreserved attempt to unveil for a 
moment the profounder intimacies of 
the sea and the formative influences 
of nearly half my life-time. l 
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In the works before Nostromo the writer seems to 

be relying mainly on the settings of sea and jungle 

to explore his themes. Apart from the short story 

"The Return" and Nostromo, the city in the works so 

far discussed does not come into picture quite as 

much as the other elements, the sea and the jungle. 

In the Malay tales, the city is mainly presented 

as a "house of cards", an image that suggests its 

fragility and fictional character. In the African 

stories it is mentioned, though briefly, in itself 

through two European cities, Brussels and London. 

Throughout these works the city is at times 

set against and apart from the jungle and the sea, 

and at times it shares something of their metaphor-

ical life. This makes their interrelationship more 

pertinent and intricate. It is notable that when-

ever Conrad deals with the sea or the jungle as a 

1. The Secret Agent, Vol.X, "Author's Note", 
pp.viii-ix. 
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physical setting, the idea of the city is never left 

out, often interweaving with the other two elements 

despite their apparent distinctions. We may con­

clude from the study of these works in terms of the 

interrelationship in question that the city is a com­

plementary setting. 

In the works before Nostromo, Conrad does not seem 

to be interested in the city as a major physical 

setting in itself, hence its partial eclipse by sea 

and jungle. However, this is not to say that its 

significance is negligible in comparison with the sea 

and the jungle. The frequent appearance of the city 

along with the two other elements confirms the 

importance of its function in the totality of the 

novel or short story. What is more, as Conrad's 

literary career progresses, it is worth noting that 

the notion of the city becomes gradually more central 

until it comes to compete with the other elements as 

a major physical setting in its own right. 

Reference to the city in itself in the works that 

precede Nostromo, as has already been mentioned, tends 

to be brief but certainly not unimportant to the 
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story and its themes. With Nostromo, however, the 

city takes on a heightened interest as a setting 

alongside sea and wilderness, acquiring more signifi-

cance in relation to these two others. In Nostromo, 

a novel dealing with a far-off country in South 

America, the city of Sulaco increases in size and 

comes to play a part almost equal to the sea and the 

wilderness as a setting. From Almayer's Folly to 

Nostromo the city is never really disentangled from 

the other two settings. Instead, it has always 

gained its significance from its juxtaposition with 

the other images, but while sharing a few aspects 

with them it preserves certain characteristics that 

set it apart from them. 

It is in The Secret Agent that Conrad seems to 

be finally ready to make the city a setting in itself, 

detaching the story from the physical scenes of sea 

and jungle. Literally speaking, the author confines 

his story to the large urban area of London, and thus 

brings the city to the foreground, while its image 

has, significantly, been more of a leitmotif in the 

previous works (with the exception of Nostromo and 
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"The Return"). In The Secret Agent the characters 

do not move between the city and jungle or sea as 

in Heart of Darkness, for example; instead, all the 

events of the story take place within the city. 

Moreover, the story does not focus on one main char­

acter but deals more generally with urban man. 

The story in The Secret Agent is based on the 

attempt to blow up the Greenwich Observatory in 1894 

and the conflict between the Metropolitan police and 

agents of anarchy and terrorism. All this is explored 

against a background of the city, which tends to rival 

in importance the activities of individual characters. 

In his "Author's Note" Conrad insists more on his 

interest in the presentation of his vision of the city 

and man's experience in urban conditions than on his 

concern with anarchism as the subject of this novel. 

The main subject of The Secret Agent is indeed 

the urban setting itself and the human response to it. 

Here, Conrad finally turns to the city as the main 

background for a major novel, confident in it as a 

setting to convey his themes without resorting to the 
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adjuncts of the physical scenes of sea and jungle. 

This is how he introduces his vision of the city that 

becomes the centre of the novel: 

It was at first for me a mental change, 
disturbing a quieted-down imagination, 
in which strange forms, sharp in outline 
but imperfectly apprehended, appeared 
and claimed attention as crystals will 
do by their bizarre and unexpected 
shapes. One fell to musing before the 
phenomenon - even of the past: of 
South America, a continent of crude 
sunshine and brutal revolutions, of the 
sea, the vast expanse of salt waters, 
the mirror of heaven's frowns and 
smiles, the reflector of the world's 
light. Then the vision of an enor­
mous town presented itself, of a 
monstrous town more populous than some 
continents and in its man-made might 
as if indifferent to heaven's frowns and 
smiles; a cruel devourer of the world's 
light. There was room enough there to 
place any story, depth enough there for 
any passion, variety enough there for 
any setting, darkness enough to bury five 
millions of lives. 2 

The critics' views of The Secret Agent naturally 

vary according to their critical approaches. While 

the setting for some is not a central argument to 

the novel, certain thematic issues are political, 

2. The Secret Agent, Vol. X, "Author's Note", 
pp.xi - xii. 
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symbolic and psychological. From the political 

point of view, Irving Howe, for example, supports the 

view that anarchism is the central theme in The 

Secret Agent. He agrees with Thomas Mann who 

regards this novel as an expression of Conrad's Anglo-

philism and in which he finds "the whole conflict be-

tween the British and the Russian political ideology." 

Irving Howe concludes that "The Secret Agent is the 

work of a man who looks upon the political spectacle -

as, a little too often, the whole of life - from a 

great and chilling distance, and who needs to keep 

h d o ° d ° ,,3 t at 1stance 1n or er to surV1ve. 

Robert W. Stallman in "Time and The Secret Agent" 

adopts a symbolical approach to the novel, insisting 

on the prevalence of circles and their implications. 

His thesis is that "Verloc's mission, in the intended 

bombing of Greenwich Observatory, is to destroy Time­

Now, Universal Time, or life itself.,,4 Avrom 

Fleishman has a similar approach: his main argument 

in "The Symbolic World of The Secret Agent" is that 

3. The Secret Agent, edited by Ian Watt, Case­
book Series (The MacMillan Press Ltd., 1973), 
pp~142-l43. 

4. Joseph Conrad: A Collection of Criticism, p.61. 
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characters, events and scene are representatives of 

larger realities, conveying a metaphorical world-

view. Among those who interpret the novel from a 

psychological point of view is Thomas Moser. He sees 

The Secret Agent through Freudian views, underlining 

the sexual overtones in the novel. 

Many other critics, however, have emphasized 

the central importance of the urban scene in this 

novel, pointing out how the city becomes Conrad's main 

preoccupation and the focal point of The Secret Agent. 

Although Claire Rosenfield finds the Jungian theory 

very appropriate to her study of The Secret Agent, 

insisting on "the fact of historical change and the 

.. f h ." d" th contlnulty 0 uman experlence an e recurrence 

of past motifs in the author's works,,5, she makes a 

great deal of the meaning of the topography of the 

city comparing it to what she calls "the confusions 

of classical labyrinths.,,6 Drawing attention to the 

centrality of the city in the novel she goes on: 

To deny that the city is, first of 
all, a particular vision of urban 

5. Paradise of Snakes, p.9. 
6. Ibid., p.91. 



real~ty, is a forceful and detailed 
description of the author's 'solitary 
and nocturnal walks allover London' , 
is to ignore one of the levels of the 
novel's appeal. 7 
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In Joseph Conrad: Giant in Exile, Mr. Leo Gurko 

examines The Secret Agent in a chapter he calls "Dark 

Vision of Megalopolis", where he is much concerned 

with the city as the main focus of the novel, arguing 

that the theme of anarchism is only secondary: 

the anarchist theme supplies the novel 
with its physical scaffolding. But 
no more. Underneath lies the heart of 
the book, the dominant idea that deter­
mines its movement and is responsible 
in the first place for the selection of 
anarchism as the sheath of the plot. 
That heart is London, and the idea stem­
ming from it is the life of man in the 
great city.8 

In any approach to The Secret Agent it is indeed 

essential to insist on the central place of the city 

and its implications as these critics contend. How-

ever, although there is no doubt about the city being 

the heart of the novel, it is also very significant 

to note how the writer does not abandon the other two 

7. Paradise of Snakes, p.90. 

8. Joseph Conrad: Giant in Exile, p.190. 
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elements, sea and jungle, in their function as meta-

phors. The focus of my approach to The Secret Agent 

is mainly on the interaction of the city with the 

images of sea and jungle and on the extent to which 

it acquires its full meaning only in their light. 

The fact that the writer keeps constantly 

referring, in one way or another, to the three ele-

ments side by side is highly revealing about their 

interrelationship and the flexibility of their defin-

itions and categories. In other words, the persistent 

link between the three settings, explicitly or im-

plicitly, in a novel that apparently deals primarily 

with urban life, is relevant and indeed fundamental to 

the understanding of Conrad's themes and their connec-

tion with the settings. Regarding the interpene-

tration of the sea and jungle with the city in The 

Secret Agent, F.R. Karl makes a significant remark, 

pointing out that: 

The exotic settings of Almayer's 
Folly, Lord Jim and Nostromo have 
been subtly transformed into the city 
settings of London, and in their 
ramifications these city images are 



even more mysteriously suggestive 
than the jungle backgrounds of the 
Malayan novels. 9 

In The Secret Agent the three elements are used 

together but on a larger scale than in "The Return" , 

for example. To focus on the city alone without 

taking into consideration how it relates to the other 

images and the implications behind their inter-

relationship would be an incomplete view, not only of 

the themes of the story but also of the writer's 
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vision of the city in general. In his "Author's Note" 

to The Secret Agent there are plenty of hints at the 

necessity of considering the city in relation to the 

other two settings. The city of London, is indeed, 

seen by Conrad as a setting larger than itself, a 

setting that encompasses other settings. The London 

of The Secret Agent is "a monstrous town more populous 

than some continents ..• There was room enough there 

to place any story, depth enough there for any passion, 

. ,,10 
variety enough there for any sett~ng. 

On the whole, the city is always seen by Conrad 

9. F.R. Karl, A Reader's Guide to Joseph Conrad 
(Thames & Hudson, 1960), p.19l. 

10. The Secret Agent, "Author's Note", p.xii. 
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as a large setting embracing other settings. This lS 

suggested in the characteristics he applies to it, 

namely of monstrosity and immensity as he has already 

done in Heart of Darkness. 

To begin with, the element of the sea and its 

function in The Secret Agent is no less significant 

than that of the jungle and its derivatives in an over-

all understanding of the central image of the city. 

In effect, in the "Author's Note" to this novel, 

Conrad draws our attention to the importance of the 

sea in the context of a story about the city. He 

contrasts the sea with the city: the first, we recall, 

is the "reflector of the world's light" and the second 

" , . h ,,11 the devourer of the world s llg t. This con-

trast suggests the writer's concept of the sea as a 

less sinister and depressing setting than the city. 

In Heart of Darkness, as we have seen, the 

element of the sea is generally contrasted with the 

jungle and the two cities of London and Brussels. 

Marlow's steamer provides him with a kind of protection 

11. " , " . . The Secret Agent, Author s Note, p.Xll. 
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against the demoralising scene of the jungle. Also, 

the book on seamanship Marlow discovers in the African 

forest is an indicator of the attempts civilised man 

makes to subdue chaos to order. Throughout Chance 

Conrad generally reveals a sharp contrast between city 

and sea: the former is "dark" and "restless", and the 

"shore gang" are inefficient and referred to as 

"human shapes as if sprung from the dark ground,,12; 

while "the exacting life of the sea has this advantage 

over the life of the earth, that its claims are simple 

d 
,,13 

and cannot be evade • By the end of The Nigger of 

the "Narcissus", too, the sea, in comparison with the 

black shore, appears cleaner and more promising than 

the city. Once the crew of the "Narcissus" leave 

the world of the sea, they are swamped in the darkness 

of the urban scene. 

However, the sea itself assumes ambivalent implic-

ations in Conrad's works as I have already indicated 

in the last section of Chapter II. In short, the sea 

comes at times to stand for chaos and embodies the 

12. Chance, Vol.XIV, p.346, p.4, p.26. 
13. Ibid., p.32. 
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dark powers that threaten the relatively ordered 

community of the ship. It is this side of the sea 

that Conrad emphasises more in The Secret Agent, and 

which overlaps with the sinister image of the city. 

In this novel, as it were, the negative aspect of the 

sea serves better the writer's purpose than its 

positive one, though he contrasts it with the city 

in the "Author's Note". More importantly, the 

allusions to the sea and its images, which become 

efficient vehicles in The Secret Agent, reveal a 

kind of continuity between works that record Conrad's 

experiences at sea and his approach to urban life. 

Whenever the writer refers to the sea in his 

novels it usually stands for something larger than it-

self; it is "the mistress of [the seaman's ] exis-

and inscrutable 
. ,,14 as he puts tence as as Destlny , 

it in Heart of Darkness. In The Secret Agent, the 

city takes up this function and is significantly 

compared to the sea throughout the novel. The whole 

city as presented in this novel is indeed engulfed in 

what might be called a sea-ambience, which is supplied 

14. Heart of Darkness, p.48. 
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by images of fog, rain and mist, a sinister aspect of 

the sea. 

In The Secret Agent characters are generally 

menaced by a sense of drowning in a mass of dark waters 

that surrounds their buildings: "And still the Assis-

tant Commissioner did not turn away from the darkness 

15 outside, as vast as a sea." Looking outside, Mr. 

Verloc sums up the description of the urban environ-

ment conveyed through images that explicitly point to 

the sea: 

He got up, unfolding himself to his 
full height, and with a heaviness of 
step remarkable in so slender a man, 
moved across the room to the window. 
The panes streamed with rain, and 
the short street he looked down into 
lay wet and empty, as if swept clear 
suddenly by a great flood. It was a 
very trying day, choked in raw fog to 
begin with, and now drowned in cold 
rain. The flickering, blurred flames 
of gas-lamps seemed to be dissolving 
in a watery atmosphere. And the lofty 
pretensions of a mankind oppressed by 
the miserable indignities of the weather 
appeared as a colossal and hopeless 
vanity deserving of scorn, wonder, and 
compassion. 16 

As the last sentence in this quotation indicates, the 

15. The Secret Agent, p.102. 
16. Ibid., p.lOO. 
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urban scene clearly relates to the jungle in its 

indifference and inscrutability, reducing man into a 

hopeless creature. And this is a street described in 

terms that curiously recall the impassibility of the 

mountain of Higuerota in Nostromo: "In its breadth , 

emptiness, and extent it had the majesty of inorganic 

nature, of matter that never dies.,,17 

One of the most significant images that recurs 

throughout The Secret Agent and enhances the sinister 

aspect of the sea and city is the image of the abyss 

(the abyss also meaning a deep mass of water). The 

inhabitants of the city are often presented as though 

walking on the edge of a damp abyss, and the streets 

are generally depicted as muddy ditches: "The 

Assistant Commissioner walked along a short and narrow 

,,18 1 street like a wet, muddy trench. On severa 

occasions the street is also equated with an 

"aquarium": "His [the Assistant Commissioner's] 

descent into the street was like the descent into a 

slimy aquarium from which the water had been run off. 

17. The Secret Agent, p.14. 

18. Ibid., p.135. 



A murky, gloomy dampness enveloped him.,,19 
In his 

thesis, Mr. Michael Haltrecht develops this image of 

the abyss in The Secret Agent by pointing at the 

frequency of the imagery of ltd d· escen lng, slipping, 

stumbling or falling ••• of sinking, drowning, near 

drowning, or dissolving in water • • • of bodies of 

murky or dark water, of deep or low places, or 

,,20 abysses. 

At one point, Ossipon talking to Yundt about the 

future plan of the anarchists and the economical 

systems, recommends "a clean sweep and a clear start 

for a new conception of life", then he suddenly feels 
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as though he "had been mentally swimming in deep waters, 

[and] seized upon the last word [detonator] as if it 

were a saving plank.,,2l The fear of drowning is 

always associated with the image of the river, here 

characterised by dreariness, sullenness and sinister-

ness, usually applied to the jungle and city. 

Michaelis's prison, for example, lies "in the 

19. The Secret Agent, p.147. 
20. Michael Haltrecht, "Characterization, Symbol, 

and Theme in Conrad's Nostromo and The Secret 
Agent" (PhD. thesis, University Microfilm, A 
Xerox Company, Ann Arbor, Michigan, 1970),p.167. 

21. The Secret Agent, p.73. 
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sepulchral silence of the great blind pile of bricks 

near a river, sinister and ugly like a colossal 

mortuary for the socially drowned.,,22 Towards the 

end of the story, as Ossipon abandons Winnie to her 

fate, he passes by a river that recalls the bleak 

image of the jungle: "The ri'ver, a sinister marvel 

of still shadows and flowing gleams mingling below 

in a black silence, arrested [Ossipon's] attention .,,23 

After Winnie Verloc has murdered her husband, "the 

. h d" ,,24 rlver was er present estlnatl0n ; and she 

eventually commits suicide by drowning. 

Thus the theme of drowning and the image of a 

large sea engulFing the whole city can be said to be 

encapsulated in the fate of Mrs. Verloc, whose story, 

Conrad declares in his "Author's Note", is the core 

of The Secret Agent: "This book is that story, 

reduced to manageable proportions, its whole course 

suggested and centered round the absurd cruelty of 

. ,,25 
the Greenwich Park explosl0n. 

22. The Secret Agent, p.44. 
23. Ibid., p.300. 
24. Ibid., p.270. 
25. Ibid., p.xii. 

Concerning Mrs. 
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Verloc's suicide, Mr. C.B. Cox goes even further when 

he generalises Winnie's fate to the whole city: 

Mrs. Verloc's suicide by drowning 
becomes a kind of consummation to 
which the whole of London seems 
inevitably moving ••• When she 
actually jumps into the sea, she 
is only entering a condition of 
nothingness into which London 
itself is hopelessly sinking, and 
which the novel has already imagin­
atively realized for us. 26 

Alongside the image of the river, the sea and city are 

also interrelated through the references to the images 

of the stream, boating and the ship. Winnie Verloc, 

recalling her first boy-friend and comparing him with 

Mr. Verloc, speaks of them as two boat-owners sailing 

different streams: 

Affectionate and jolly, he [the 
butcher boy] was a fascinating 
companion for a voyage down the 
sparkling stream of life; only 
his boat was very small. There 
was room in it for a girl-partner 
at the Dar, but no accommodation 
for passengers. He was allowed 
to drift away from the threshold 
of the Belgravian mansion while 
Winnie averted her tearful eyes ... 
There was no sparkle of any kind 
on the lazy stream of his [Mr. 
Verloc's] life. It flowed through 

26 "J h Conrad's 'The Secret Agent': • C.B. Cox, osep 
. bl Pl' ano", A Critical Quar-The Irresponsl e _ 

terly, Vol.S, n.3 (Autumn, 1973), p.267. 



secret places. But his barque 
seemed a roomy craft, and his taci­
turn magnanimity accepted as a 
matter of course the presence of 
passengers. 27 
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On another occasion in the story, Mr. Verloc's house 

becomes identical to a decaying ship from which the 

"" ° t crew are trylng 0 escape. Winnie's mother is the 

first person to run away from this "hulk" on the verge 

of sinking, to take refuge in the aIm-house: "Mr. 

Verloc was not a well-read person; his range of 

allusive phrases was limited, but there was a peculiar 

aptness in circumstances which made him think of rats 

I ° d d h O ,,28 eavlng a oome s lp. 

So much does the sea corne into this urban picture 

that even the inhabitants themselves are presented as 

fishes. Walking in the wet and gloomy street, the 

Assistant Commissioner evokes the image of a sea 

creature; he "might have been but one more of the 

queer foreign fish that can be seen of an evening about 

,,29 h there flitting round the dark corners. T e 

anarchists, too, are compared to fish, as Toodles tells 

27. The Secret Agent, p.243. 
28. Ibid., p.178. 
29. Ibid., p.147. 



the Assistant Commissioner: "he's [Sir EthelredJ 

sitting all alone in his room thinking of all the 

fishes of the sea." 30 
Mr. Verloc, the secret agent, 

is considered as "a sprat ••• thrown away sometimes 

h h 1 
,,31 

to catc a w a e. 

The element of the sea, then enters The Secret 

Agent in several ways and details; and in this way 

it becomes a means of describing the city, enlarging 

it and contributing to Conrad's vision of it. The 
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city, therefore, being in great part expressed through 

the many layered significance of the sea, comes to 

coexist with the latter's implications and meanings. 

The vision Conrad has of the city in The Secret 

Agent seems to engross the element of the sea, along 

with all the images which derive from it and which 

contribute to its full meaning. That is to say, the 

sea in this novel is portrayed as a function of the 

city rather than materially present in itself. 

Hence it is that the writer, in order to dramatise the 

urban environment, employs and emphasises the chaotic 

30. The Secret Agent, p.2lS. 

31. Ibid., p.2l6. 
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and dangerous side of the sea as a parallel to the 

prevalent and all-encompassing atmosphere of the city. 

In other words, the images borrowed from the sea and 

transferred to the context of the city are assimilated 

in such a way that they become vehicles serving the 

portrayal of the writer's concept of urban life. 

Apart from this aspect of the sea, as providing 

imagery relevant to the city, rather than as a con­

crete presence, the fact that sea metaphors are fre­

quently used to support his vision of the city reveals 

something more than an urge to convey his concept of 

urban life. In fact, the extent to which city and 

sea are significantly related to each other and the 

importance of their interrelationship as a central 

concern of Conrad's works, from Almayer's Folly to The 

Secret Agent, is belied in this. Ultimately, although 

the sea is used more as a metaphor than a setting or 

material presence, its value in terms of the inter­

relationship in question is far from peripheral; 

the city does depend on it to establish its wider 

ramifications. 
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The image of the city, as presented in this novel 

interrelates not only with the image of the sea, but 

also with that of the jungle, this last element perhaps 

contributing more to the underlying sinister ambience 

of the city. In the previous stories, the element of 

the sea has always been linked, on one level or 

another, to the jungle. This link is very often 

established on a more literal level, with the sea 

entering the world of the jungle through the minds of 

the main characters, who generally do have experiences 

connected with the sea, rather than the link being 

established in terms of common characteristics (such 

as the constant potential chaos of both settings). 

However, at times the jungle does indeed become akin 

to the sea, as has been discussed in the Malay and 

African tales. 

Ultimately, the jungle and sea share a similar 

rhetorical function in that they both stand for a 

moral ground on which to test the individual's inte-

grity and identity. Furthermore, the sea, in its 

negative capacity, becomes like the forest, the 

outward romantic mystery of which attracts, but 
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simultaneously discloses confusion and danger. In 

The Secret Agent, the focus is on this concealed area, 

shared by sea and jungle, in order to portray the 

dominating image of the urban environment. 

In Mimesis and Metaphor, Mr. Donald C. Yelton 

explores the use of both images of the sea and jungle 

in The Secret Agent and shows their contribution to 

Conrad's depiction of the urban scene. He points out: 

The more immediately thematic images 
may be classified into two composite 
series, in one or two instances 
impinging upon each other through 
some particularity of reference: a 
series of images referring to disease, 
narcosis, and death; a series princi­
pally directed at evoking the atmos­
phere of the city, referring to forest 
or jungle, to some variously defined 
abyss or damp darkness. 32 

Then he goes on to argue about the significant implic-

ations the reference to the jungle as a metaphor 

supplies to the meaning of the city: 

Like the landscape and other visual 
imagery of Heart of Darkness, it 
[the metaphoric imagery] contri­
butes to the 'sinister resonance' 
Conrad strove for, composing in 

32. Donald C. Yelton, Mimesis and Metaphor 
(Mouton and Co., Publishers, The Hague, 
The Netherlands, 1967), p.184. 



fact into an apocalyptic image of the 
city hardly to be matched since Dickens. 33 
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Besides the significance of the link between the 

sea on the one hand, and the jungle and city on the 

other, the reference to the jungle, desert and wilder-

ness in connection with the city is very frequent in 

The Secret Agent. Like the sea, the jungle functions 

as a metaphor in this novel to amplify Conrad's 

vision of the city. The close interrelationship 

between jungle and city is widely hinted at in 

Conrad's previous works. But this theme is examined 

in greater depth throughout The Secret Agent where 

the city is no longer treated as an outside world to 

the jungle but is coterminous with it. 

In the same way, the city is compared on many 

occasions to a jungle. This idea is particularly 

suggested through the descriptive details ascribed 

to the urban scene, which makes up the background 

of the story. For example, two details pointing 

to the city and jungle merge in one single image -

33. Donald C Yelton, Mimesis and Metaphor 
(Mouton and Co., Publishers, The Hague, 
The Netherlands, 1967), p.186. 
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the image of a victoria in the street - to convey the 

metaphoric coexistence of the two major settings. 

("Here and there a victoria with the skin of some 

wild beast inside and a woman's face and hat emerging 

above the folded hood.,,)34 Going out from his office 

into the street, the head of the Special Crimes Depart-

ment has the impression of walking in an unfamiliar 

and hostile environment. The description of Brett 

street and the response of the police officer to it 

suggest the close interrelationship between the world 

of the city and the world of the jungle: 

Brett Street was not very far away. 
It branched off, narrow, from the side 
of an open triangular space surrounded 
by dark and mysterious houses, temples 
of petty commerce emptied of traders 
for the night. Only a fruiterer's 
stall at the corner made a violent 
blaze of light and colour. Beyond 
all was black, and the few people 
passing in that direction vanished at 
one stride beyond the glowing heaps 
of oranges and lemons.... The adven­
turous head of the Special Crimes 
Department watched these disappearances 
from a distance with an interested eye. 
He felt light-hearted, as though he 
had been ambushed all alone in a jungle 
many thousands of miles away from 35 
departmental desks and official ink-stands. 

34. The Secret Agent, p.ll. 
35. Ibid., p.ISO. 
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Brett street is, like the forest in the Malay 

novels, a scene of contrasts between light and darkness. 

The artificial glare of "the glowing heaps of oranges 

and lemons" makes Verloc's shop and house seem even 

more grimy and obscure. In addition to the inter-

play of light and darkness, the reference to foreign 

elements, such as temples and oranges, relates the 

city to exotic milieux. 

The prevailing atmosphere is of total ambiguity 

where even the individual is unable to retain his 

identity: 

On going out the Assistant Commissioner 
made to himself the observation that 
the patrons of the place had lost in 
the frequentation of fraudulent cookery 
all their national and private charac­
teristics. And this was strange, 
since the Italian restaurant is such a 
peculiarly British institution. But 
the people were as denationalized as 
the dishes set before them with every 
circumstance of unstamped respectabil­
ity. Neither was their personality 
stamped in any way, professionally, 
socially, or racially.... One never 
met these enigmatical persons elsewhere. 
It was impossible to form a precise idea 
what occupations they followed by day 
and where they went to bed at night 



And he himself had become unplaced. 
It would have been impossible for 
anybody to guess his occupation. 36 

The loss of identity in the city also manifests the 
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link between the lawlessness of the jungle and the moral 

lawlessness of urban community. More significantly, 

the dividing line between policeman, the so-called 

guardian of law and order, and anarchist, the agent 

of chaos, is disturbingly non-existent: 

The policeman on the beat projected 
his sombre and moving form against 
the luminous glory of oranges and 
lemons, and entered Brett Street 
without haste. The Assistant Commiss­
ioner, as though he were a member of 
the criminal classes, lingered out of 
sight, awaiting his return. But this 
constable seemed to be lost for ever 
to the force. He never returned: 
must have gone out at the other end 
of Brett Street. 37 

Very ironically, urban man is presented as a 

stranger in his own environment: both the Assistant 

Commissioner and Inspector Heat appear as foreigners 

in the city. Heat's look reminds the Assistant 

Commissioner of the image of a native chief in a 

36. The Secret Agent, p .149. 

37. Ibid., pp.1SO-1Sl. 
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colony: "But does not Alfred Wallace relate in his 

famous book on the Malay Archipelago how, amongst the 

Aru Islanders, he discovered in an old and naked 

savage with a sooty skin a peculiar resemblance to a 

38 dear friend at horne?" The Assistant Commissioner 

himself, catching his own image reflected in a sheet 

of glass, "was struck by his foreign appearance.,,39 

And again, in Sir Ethelred's office where signifi-

cantly the "shades of green silk fitted low over all 

the lights imparted to the room something of a forest's 

deep gloom", the Assistant Commissioner catches 

another glimpse of his foreign appearance; "in the 

dim light, the salient points of his personality, the 

long face, the black hair, his lankness, made him look 

f 
. ,,40 more orelgn than ever. 

The urban environment is thus, like the unmiti-

gated savagery of the forest in the Malay and African 

stories, hostile and alien to man. Mr. Jacques 

Berthoud emphasises the similarity between the two 

38. The Secret Agent, p.118. 
39. Ibid., pp.148-149. 
40. Ibid., p.217. 
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environments: "scenes of opulent ease have given 

place to an alien and ominous landscape; the city 

that seemed sprinkled with "powdered old gold" has 

become the grim setting for a struggle for survival.,,4l 

The unfriendliness of the urban environment is further 

dramatised through Verloc's social position, providing 

us with a glimpse of the dark powers at work in an 

urban community: 

There is no occupation that fails a 
man more completely than that of a 
secret agent of police. It's like 
your horse suddenly falling dead under 
you in the midst of an uninhabited 
and thirsty plain. 42 

And again even in his domestic sphere, Mr. Verloc has 

a sense of being abandoned in a desert: 

Mr. Verloc went on divesting himself 
of his clothing with the unnoticing 
inward concentration of a man undress­
ing in the solitude of a vast and 
hopeless desert. For thus inhospit­
ably did this fair earth, our common 
inheritance, present itself to the 
mental vision of Mr. Verloc. 43 

His wife, too, expresses the same feeling as Hervey in 

"The Return": 

41. 
42. 
43. 

Joseph Conrad: The Major Phase, p.147. 
The Secret Agent, pp.56-57. 
Ibid., p.179. 



[Winnie] looked round thoughtfully, 
with an air of mistrust in the silence 
and solitude of the house. This 
abode of her married life appeared to 
her as lonely and unsafe as though it 
had been situated in the midst of a 
forest. 44 
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The city of Geneva in Under Western Eyes is described 

in terms very similar to London, and man in the crowd 

being depicted ironically as lonely: "in the move-

ment of the busy streets [Razumov felt] isolated as 

45 
if in a desert." 

The comparison of the city to a desert or wilder-

ness is revealing and helps to close the gap between 

the two elements. The relationship is, indeed, 

quite remarkable, especially here in the predominance 

of descriptive detail and the constant use of linking 

images. It is altogether striking that Conrad should 

make such ample use of images and similes from the 

jungle in a novel based mainly on urban life. 

Thus far, we have been concerned with the way 

the sea, city and jungle interrelate particularly on 

44. The Secret Agent, p.20l. 

45. Under Western Eyes, Vol. XII, p.297. 



386. 

a descriptive level, and the connection has been seen 

virtually symbiotic. However, more attention must 

now be given to a major theme that necessarily derives 

from this approach and is central to the inter-

relationship under examination, and that is the 

relationship between chaos and order. First of all, 

the theme of darkness, which, as the description has 

shown, is a common characteristic of the three settings. 

More than this, it has moral implications in Conradian 

terms and is not dissociated from its opposite force, 

the attempt of man to impose order on it. 

In Chance, a novel where Conrad repeatedly under-

lines the contrast between city and sea, calling the 

first "this abominable world of treacheries and 

scorns and envies and lies" and the second "the blue 

sea, the sure, the inaccessible, the uncontaminated 

,,46 h and spacious refuge for wounded souls , e says: 

. ,,47 
"Darkness and chaos are first cous~ns. The London 

of The Secret Agent, while supposed to be a symbol 

of light, is enveloped in darkness. Mr. Verloc's 

46. Chance, pp.364-365. 

47. Ibid., p.210. 
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living quarters where the domestic drama is centered, 

and indeed sums up the urban scene as a whole, is 

"hidden in the shades of the sordid street seldom 

touched by the sun, behind the dim shop with its 

wares of disreputable rubbish.,,48 Even the lamps 

in the streets seem to be overwhelmed by the darkness 

generated by the city: 

He [the Assistant Commissioner] 
advanced at once into an immensity of 
greasy slime and damp plaster inter­
spersed with lamps, and enveloped, 
oppressed, penetrated, choked, and 
suffocated by the blackness of a wet 
London night, which is composed of 
soot and drops of water. 49 

Darkness always lies behind the main events in the 

story and dramatises the moral situation of the char-

acters. Mr. Verloc is haunted by a kind of fear of 

darkness: in his bedroom "he felt horribly wakeful, 

and dreaded facing the darkness and silence that would 

I 
,,50 

follow the extinguishing of the amp. Even agents 

of anarchism, who work in darkness, are ironically 

vulnerable to it. After the murder of Mr. Verloc, 

48. The Secret Agent, pp.38-39. 
49. Ibid., p.150. 
50. Ibid., p.58. 



darkness intensifies the moral situation of Comrade 

Ossipon and Winnie: 

There was a silence, while the mist 
fell, and darkness reigned undisturbed 
over Brett Place. Not a soul, not 
even the vagabond, lawless, and amorous 
soul of a cat, came near the man and 
the woman facing each other. 5l 
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And just after Verloc's murder, darkness increases in 

intensity and seems to blot out the lights of the 

whole city: 

•.• the whole town of marvels and mud, 
with its maze of streets and its mass 
of lights, was sunk in a hopeless 
night, rested at the bottom of a black 
abyss from which no unaided woman could 
hope to scramble out. 52 

As Ossipon and Winnie abandon the corpse of Mr. Verloc, 

darkness has again invaded the house and the whole 

street, reducing the two persons to mere shadows: 

Brett Place was all darkness, inter­
spersed with the misty halos of the 
few lamps defining its triangular 
shape, with a cluster of these lights 
on one stand in the middle. The 
dark forms of the man and woman 
glided slowly arm in arm along the 
walls with a loverlike and homeless 
aspect in the miserable night. 53 

51. The Secret Agent, p.280. 
52. Ibid., pp.270-27l. 
53. Ibid., p.273. 
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In the Malay novels, we may recall, the prevailing 

atmosphere is that of corruption, rottenness and 

imprisonment from which human beings as well as the 

plants themselves are struggling towards the sun and 

light. In The Secret Agent a similar atmosphere is 

reflected in the urban background, where characters 

are shown struggling against the sooty clouds that 

envelop their ugly surroundings and where even light 

itself is more obscuring than clarifying. 

The chaos that links city to jungle is well-

illustrated in this symbolic light reflected against 

the urban background; whether natural like the sun-

light or artificial like that produced by lamps, it 

never clarifies things. The London sun is described 

in such a way that it heightens the sinister image of 

the city, casting on the landscape as well as upon 

people the colour of rustiness which conveys an atmos-

phere of decay, rottenness, and even a suggestion of 

blood: 

And a peculiarly London sun ~ against which 
nothing could be said except that it 
looked bloodshot - glorified all this by 
its stare. It hung at a moderate ele­
vation above Hyde Park Corner with an 
air of punctual and benign vigilance. 



The very pavement under Mr. Verloc's 
feet had an old-gold tinge in that 
diffused light, in which neither wall 
nor tree, nor beast, nor man cast a 
shadow. Mr. Verloc was going west­
ward through a town without shadows 
in an atmosphere of powdered gold. 
There were red, coppery gleams on the 
roofs of houses, on the corners of 
walls, on the panels of carriages, 
on the very coats of the horses, and 
on the broad back of Mr. Verloc's 
overcoat, where they produced a dull 
effect of rustiness. 54 
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, 

Under this diffused light, reality is blurred and 

distorted: objects as well as living beings are 

deprived of their shadows which testify their sub-

stantiality and distinguish their individuality, thus 

the urban scene seems to be designed to convey an 

image of confusion and chaos. Analysing the same 

passage, Mr. Hillis Miller offers us illuminating 

observations with reference to the function of light. 

However, although he insists on "the transfonnation 

of the usual look of things" under the effect of this 

light and the absence of "one evidence of the solidity 

of objects, the fact that they interrupt the light 

and cast shadows", thereby pointing out that "no 

54. The Secret Agent, pp.II-12. 
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thing or person has a shadow, and it is as if they 

did not exist as massive forms, but had been dissolved 

into scintillations of light",55 he still maintains 

that these objects do not t~lly lose their identity: 

These objects exist with three­
dimensional solidity between the 
spectator and the veil of light 
which forms the background of the 
scene. They can be identified, 56 
but nothing more can be said of them. 

The image of this blurring light is significantly 

often accompanied by the pervasive image of mist and 

fog, intensifying the chaos that lurks behind the 

urban scene. Everything seems to be wrapped in mist, 

including light itself, dissolving in a mass of dark-

ness, which also evokes the equivocal image of the sea: 

Winnie Verloc turning about held 
[Ossipon] by both arms, facing him 
under the falling mist in the dark­
ness and solitude of Brett Place, in 
which all sounds of life seemed lost 
as if in a triangular well of asphalt 
and bricks, of blind houses and 
unfeeling stones. 57 

As Winnie steps out of the shop after her husband's 

55. The Secret Agent, Casebook Series, p.185. 

56. Ibid., p.186. 

57. The Secret Agent, p.267. 



murder, she finds herself in a street that seems to 

have been turned into a real river and she fades in 

the dampness: 

The street frightened her, since it led 
either to the gallows or to the river. 
She floundered over the doorstep head 
forward, arms thrown out, like a person 
falling over the parapet of a bridge. 
This entrance into the open air had a 
forestate of drowning; a slimy damp­
ness enveloped her, entered her nostrils, 
clung to her hair. . It was not actually 
raining, but each gas lamp had a rusty 
little halo of mist. 58 

This atmosphere of confusion and darkness that 

connects the three images of sea, city and jungle 

becomes an expression of a cosmic chaos, central to 
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Conrad's moral vision of the universe. In The Secret 

Agent, Stevie represents man struggling in the middle 

of chaos, trapped in the confusion that seems to 

typify his existence: 

..• the innocent Stevie, seated very 
good and quiet at a deal table, drawing 
circles, circles; innumerable circles, 
concentric, eccentric; a corruscating 
whirl of circles that by their tangled 
multitude of repeated curves, uniformity 
of form, and confusion of intersecting 
lines suggested a rendering of cosmic 
chaos, the symbolism of a mad art 

58. The Secret Agent, p.269. 



attempting the inconceivable. The 
artist never turned his head; and 
in all his soul's application to the 
task his back quivered, his thin neck 

. , 
sunk into a deep hollow at the base of 
the skull, seemed ready to snap.59 
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The conflict between chaos and order suggested in 

this quotation lies at the heart of the interrelation-

ship between sea, city and jungle. On a superficial 

level, the city as a man-made environment is supposed 

to be an instrument of order against chaos; but in 

its deeper implication the city itself wears the 

image of chaos, hence its conjunction with the forest 

and the sea. The leitmotif of Stevie's circles 

throughout The Secret Agent reveals the writer's pre-

occupation with writing, or the task of the artist in 

general as an expression of bringing order into chaos. 

The task of the writer himself and the manipulation 

of his material to construct a story imply a kind of 

hope for man in general in his struggle to conquer the 

universal chaos. Related to this theme is the idea 

that the city, despite its juxtaposition with the 

wilderness, is not totally denied by the writer as an 

59. The Secret Agent, pp.45-46. 



NOTE. It is regretted that, because of 

a typographical error, pagination 
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artefact that might serve as a refuge from natural 

chaos. However, what Conrad suggests through the 

subtle intimacy of sea, city and jungle is his mis-

trust of the city as an absolute symbol of order 

opposed to the dark powers visible in the other two 

elements. 

The struggle between chaos and order is also mani-

fested in the theme of anarchism and social discord 

emanating from the urban community in particular. 

In The Nigger of the "Narcissus", Conrad has already 

hinted at this theme through Donkin, an anarchist who 

tries to persuade the community of the ship to rebel 

against their officers. In Nostromo, too, Conrad 

takes up this theme of social and political anarchism 

by weaving out of the revolutions and the struggle for 

power the texture of this novel. In The Secret 

Agent, anarchism is one of the main themes, though not 

the main subject as has already been pointed out and 

as the writer himself confirms in his letters. 

Writing to John Galsworthy a propos of The Secret 

Agent, Conrad says: 

After all, you must not take it too 
seriously. The whole thing is 



superficial and it is but a tale. 
I had no idea to consider Anarchism 
politically, or to treat it seriously 
in its philosophical aspect; as a 
manifestation of human nature in its 
discontent and imbecility.60 

And in another letter to Ambrose J. Barker on 1 

September, 1923, he wrote: 

My object, apart from the aim of 
telling a story, was to hold up the 
worthlessness of certain individuals 
and the baseness of some others. 
It was a matter of great interest to 
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me to see how near actuality I 61 
managed to corne in a work of imagination. 

Hence, since anarchism is not intended to be dealt 

with politically, and thus not limited in its meaning, 

it enhances the metaphor of the "jungle" within the 

city and larger human communities. I n this reading, 

any idea of order conveyed by the city-symbol remains 

on the surface, whereas chaos lurks eternally in its 

depths. 

The notion of anarchism in opposition to order 

is thus a central theme of The Secret Agent, and one 

which is, above all, common to the world of the city 

60. Gerard Jean-Aubry, Joseph Conrad: Life and 
Letters, Vol.II (William Heineman Ltd., 
1927), pp.32-33. 

61. Ibid., p.322. 
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and the jungle, suggesting the permanent threat that 

undermines man's safety. In The Secret Agent the 

inhabitant of the city, in no wise different from the 

man exposed to the real wilderness, needs protection 

against hostile forces. If the European in the Malay 

or African jungle is overwhelmed by fear of malign 

and crude nature, in the city urban man demonstrates 

the same sense of fear, though less openly; for he 

is in perpetual search for safety within his familiar 

neighbourhood. 

Watching people passing in the street, Verloc 

meditates on man's situation in the city: 

All these people had to be protected. 
Protection is the first necessity of 
opulence and lUxury. They had to be 
protected; and their horses, carriages, 
houses, servants had to be protected; 
and the source of their wealth had to 
be protected in the heart of the city 
and the heart of the country; the 
whole social order favourable to their 
hygienic idleness had to be protected 
against the shallow enviousness of 

h . . I b 62 un yg~en~c a our. 

Nobody in the city seems to escape from this sense of 

menace. Even the police, the agents of protection, 

62. The Secret Agent, p.12. 



are affected by insecurity in the city, which the 

writer explicitly and frequently compares to the 

jungle. 

Nevertheless, Conrad always suggests some hope 

of protecting man against this chaos. In the Malay 
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and African stories, as we have seen, the European 

adventurer takes refuge from the hostile surroundings 

in the settlement or the outpost, which provides order 

of some sort. In The Secret Agent the inner door of 

houses and buildings is always opposed to the outer 

door and the open streets. Although the inner door 

is not totally safe, at least it is more secure than 

the outer door. This opposition is implied in the 

difference between the offices of the Special Crimes 

Department, for instance, which is safe, and the 

jungle-like Brett Street, which is dangerous. 

Very significantly, Mr. Verloc's house - what 

might be considered the centre of human tragedy in this 

urban area - is compared to a ship, while the city is, 

as has been suggested through descriptive details, 

like a large sea. These comparisons point to the 

relationship between sea and ship, consecutively 

~------a 
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standing for chaos and order, thus supporting the 

recurring reference to buildings as shelters from the 

chaos surrounding them. 

Whether through a descriptive approach to The 

Secret Agent or through the analysis of the themes of 

anarchism and the link between chaos and order, the 

three elements are demonstrated to have many points 

in common. And it is this area of conjunction which 

is the heart of the interrelationship under study and 

in the light of which the three images could be com­

prehended in their full meanings. 

In order to appreciate the interrelationship 

between the images of sea and city in Conrad's writings, 

the reader has to approach them not in their literal 

sense but according to the implications the writer 

draws from them to give his stories an organic and 

complete pattern, where they intertwine and become 

functions of one another. More significantly, seen 

in the light of each other, the sea and city usually 

transcend their definitions of physical settings to 

become metaphors. In this view, they overlap with 



one another and, by virtue of their relationship in 

different contexts, each becomes an expression of 

wider implications. The city in The Secret Agent 
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is, indeed, as the writer himself tells us in his 

preface, something larger even than some continents. 

Elsewhere, he applies the same proportions to the sea, 

which becomes an expression of the cosmos. 

In terms of description, the urban environment 

is alsoJas has already been shown, very similar to 

the forest surroundings, suggesting a great part of 

their area of conjunction. The city in The Secret 

Agent, like the jungle, is generally portrayed as 

dark, repellent and sinister. The superficial 

polarity between these two elements - particularly as 

presented in Almayer's Folly and An Outcast of the 

Islands - does not, therefore, hold in Conrad's 

works in general, and to some extent the gap is closed 

between the city and the jungle. 

Conrad's constant preoccupation with exploring 

the two settings interlocked throughout his works, 

and in The Secret Agent in particular, gives deeper 

insight into his attitude towards urban life and 

__ __.,.....~- e= 



civilisation, stressing a sort of disillusionment 

with modern life. In Under Western Eyes, Haldin, 

though not free from Conrad's irony, expresses a 

deep mistrust of modern civilisation opposing it to 

the reality of the individual's soul: 

No man's soul is ever lost. It works 
for itself - or else where would be 
the sense of self-sacrifice, of 
martyrdom, of conviction, of faith -
the labours of the soul? ... My spirit 
shall go on warring in some Russian 
body till all falsehood is swept out 
of the world. The modern civilization 
is false, but a new revelation shall 
come out of Russia. 63 

In a letter to R.B. Cunninghame Graham, Conrad 
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expresses a pessimistic view of the universe, echoing 

and elucidating his vision of modern civilisation and 

the city that symbolises it: 

There is a, - let us say, - a machine. 
It evolved itself (I am severely 
scientific) out of a chaos of scraps 
of iron and behold! - it knits. I am 
horrified at the horrible work and 
stand appalled. I feel it ought to 
embroider, - but it goes on knitting. 
You come and say: "This is all right: 
it's only a question of the right kind 
of oil. Let us use this, - for instance, -
celestial oil and the machine will 

63. Under Western Eyes, p.22. 



embroider a most beautiful design in 
purple and gold." Will it? Alas, 
no! You cannot by any special 
lubrication make embroidery with a 
knitting machine. And the most 
withering thought is that the infamous 
thing has made itself: made itself 
without thought, without conscience, 
without foresight, without eyes, 
without heart. It is tragic 
accident, - and it has happened. 
You can't interfere with it. The 
last drop of bitterness is in the 
SUsplclon that you can't even smash 
it. In virtue of that truth one 
and immortal which lurks in the force 
that made it spring into existence it 
is what it is, - and it is indes­
tructible!64 
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In his fiction this vision is particularly well-

conveyed by the conjunction of city and jungle and 

the ironical portrayal of urban citizens as savage 

people and the moral identification between civilised 

and primitive man. In The Secret Agent a consid-

eration of the major characters explores again the 

area where city and jungle meet. 

The Assistant Commissioner as the head of the 

Metropolitan police is the archetypal guardian of 

law and order against anarchism and social disorder 

in the city. Stevie, for instance, is one of the 

64. Joseph Conrad: Life and Letters, Vol.I,p.2l6. 



characters who naively believes in the power of the 

police to maintain order: "Like the rest of mankind, 

perplexed by the mystery of the universe, he had his 

moments of consoling trust in the organized powers of 

the earth. 'Police,' he suggested, confidently.,,65 

However, the police force itself is always viewed 

ironically by the author in this novel: 

the great edifice of legal conceptions 
sheltering the atrocious injustice of 
society.6 

And again: 

the true nature of the world, whose 
morality was artificial, corrupt, and 
blasphemous. 67 
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The Assistant Commissioner, who is supposed to represent 

this body, is portrayed as an individual living both in 

the city and in the world of the jungle, and thus the 

two apparently opposed sphers share him. 

Following his experience in a primitive land 

(for "[his] career had begun in a tropical colony"), 

even in the city he seems still placed in the midst 

65. The Secret Agent, p.172. 
66. Ibid., p.80. 
67. Ibid., p.81. 
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of the jungle. Very significantly, in both offices 

of Sir Ethelred and the Assistant Commissioner, the 

objects that attract more attention are those reminders 

of the jungle: 

The Assistant Commissioner entering 
[Sir Ethelred's office] saw at first 
only a big pale hand supporting a big 
head, and concealing the upper part of 
a big pale face. An open despatch-box 
stood on the writing-table near a few 
oblong sheets of paper and a scattered 
handful of quill pens. There was 
absolutely nothing else on the large 
flat surface except a little bronze 
statuette draped in a toga, mysteriously 
watchful in its shadowy immobility.68 

At headquarters the Chief Inspector was 
admitted at once to the Assistant 
Commissioner's private room. He found 
him, pen in hand, bent over a great 
table bestrewn with papers, as if 
worshipping an enormous double inkstand 
of bronze and crystal. Speaking-tubes 
resembling snakes were tied by the heads 
to the back of the Assistant Commissioner's 
wooden armchair, and their gaping mouths 
seemed ready to bite his elbows. 69 

The whole situation of the Assistant Commissioner 

suggested in this paragraph identifies him with the 

atmosphere of the jungle, with objects he seems to 

worship like idols and speaking-tubes like snakes. 

68. The Secret Agent, p.217. 
69. Ibid., p.97. 
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In other words, while the Assistant Commissioner stands 

for order and law, he is seen disturbingly frequently 

in the context of jungle savagery. It is by such 

significant detail and "trigger-words" that the 

writer draws our attention to the close relationship 

between jungle and city. 

If the Assistant Commissioner embodies order and 

legality, albeit with some equivocality, the Professor 

represents the opposite force. The aspect of the 

"jungle" in the Assistant Commissioner, so to speak, 

is fully manifested in the character of the Professor, 

who can be considered as the typical example of the 

anarchistic powers. The Professor is subversive and 

his pitiless savagery is pushed further to become 

fully representative of an agent of disorder and a 

denial of any kind of legality. This character recalls 

the other outcasts and outlaws in Conrad's earlier 

works, like Brown and his gang in Lord Jim, James 

" . " Wait and Donkin in The Nigger of the NarC1SSUS , 

and Jones and his companions in Victory. 

1 "h';s Even the Professor's identity is not c ear; ~ 
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parentage was obscure, and he was generally known only 

by his nickname of Professor.,,70 As with other Conrad-

ian outlaws, the Professor does not fit into the social 

community and repudiates it: "[he] had genius, but 

lacked the great social virtue of resignation.,,7l For 

this reason he hates any social organisation and is 

always planning for "a blow fit to open the first crack 

in the imposing front of the great edifice of legal 

conceptions sheltering the atrocious injustice of 

. ,,72 
soclety. 

The Professor indeed represents the typical 

terrorist, a wild character who rejects any kind of 

morality or authority: "My device", he tells Ossipon, 

"is: No God! " 73 No Master • Moreover, his main 

preoccupation is to perfect a detonator in order to 

annihilate the established social order. Criticising 

Michaelis's theory of the weak, he confesses to 

another anarchist: 

70. The Secret Agent, p.7S. 
71. Ibid., p.7S. 
72. Ibid., p.80. 
73. Ibid., p.306. 

_____ ...... _e,sIA_ 



'Conceive you this folly, Ossipon? 
The weak! The source of all evil 
on this earth!' he continued with 
his grim assurance. 'I told him 
that I dreamt of a world like shambles, 
where the weak would be taken in hand 
for utter extermination. Do you 
understand, Ossipon? The source of 
all evil! They are our sinister 
masters - the weak, the flabby, the 
silly, the cowardly, the faint of 
heart, and the slavish of mind. 
They have power. They are the multi­
tude. Theirs is the kingdom of the 
earth. Exterminate, exterminate~ 
That is the only way of progress. '74 
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The Professor combines the character of Donkin in The 

Nigger of the "Narcissus" in his refusal to recognise 

any kind of authority and law, and the cruelty of 

Kurtz in Heart of Darkness echoing even his very words: 

"E t . . t' " x erm~nate, exterm~na e. Thus the lawlessness 

and nihilistic views of the Professor place him in 

the world of the jungle. 

To underline the Professor's embodiment of the 

lawlessness and savagery that link anarchism to the 

chaotic nature of the jungle, Conrad delineates him 

against a background made up of jungle details, 

showing him in accord with this environment. Med-

itating on the mass of mankind he cannot destroy and 

74. The Secret Agent, p.303. 
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of which he has "moments of dreadful and sane mistrust" , 
the Professor moves away from the crowded street and 

seems to have entered a world of wilderness where he 

feels "safe": 

A despicable emotional state this, 
against which solitude fortifies a 
superior character; and with severe 
exultation the Professor th-ought of 
the refuge of his room, with its pad­
locked cupboard, lost in a wilderness of 
poor houses, the hermitage of the 
perfect anarchist. 75 

On his way horne, he significantly passes through "a 

narrow and dusty alley", which calls forth the image 

of decay and disorder, and where a shop is described 

as a forest: 

On one side the low brick houses had 
in their dusty windows the sightless, 
moribund look of incurable decay -
empty shells awaiting demolition. 
From the other side life had not 
departed wholly as yet. Facing the 
only gas-lamp yawned the cavern of a 
second-hand furniture dealer, where, 
deep in the gloom of a sort of narrow 
avenue winding through a bizarre forest 
of wardrobes, with an undergrowth 
tangle of table legs, a tall pier-glass 76 
glimmered like a pool of water in a wood. 

Ironically, "the only human being making use of the 

75. The Secret Agent, p.82. 
76. Ibid., p.82. 
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alley besides the Professor" is Chief Inspector Heat 

of the Special Crime Department; thus the represen-

tatives of two apparently opposite spheres are brought 

together. Through his use of Verloc as his private 

informer, Inspector Heat offers another illuminating 

aspect of the area where chaos and disorder meet. 

Very significantly, it is in this jungle-like alley 

that the Professor seems to regain confidence in his 

power against Inspector Heat and the forces he 

represents: 

The unwholesome-looking little moral 
agent of destruction exulted silently 
in the possession of personal pres­
tige, keeping in check this man armed 
with the defensive mandate of a menaced 
society. More fortunate than Caligula, 
who wished that the Roman Senate had 
only one head for the better satis­
faction of his cruel lust, he beheld 
in that one man all the forces he had 
set at defiance: the force of law, 
property, oppression, and injustice. 
He beheld all his enemies and fear­
lessly confronted them in a supreme 
satisfaction of his vanity.77 

The character of the secret agent, Mr. Verloc, 

is different from that of the Professor, but rather 

.. , 
similar to the Assistant CommlSSloner s. The inter-

77. The Secret Agent, p.83. 
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relationship between the city and jungle is more fully 

epitomised in Mr. Verloc. His job can be considered 

as the intersection of two apparently different 

spheres: that of the metropolitan police and the 

anarchists, including the Embassy people. In other 

words, through the secret agent two social/political 

groups, police and anarchists, meet. Moreover, 

Conrad insists on the coexistence of the two groups: 

they know the tactics of each other and, in spite of 

their differences, they act according to the same 

conventions and laws. This idea is well-expressed 

by Karl Yundt to Ossipon in The Secret Agent: 

'You revolutionists ••• are the slaves 
of the social convention, which is 
afraid of you; slaves of it as much 
as the very police that stands up in 
the defense of that convention .... 
The terrorist and the policeman both 
corne from the same basket. Revol­
ution, legality - counter moves in 
the same game; forms of idleness at 
bottom identical. '78 

Although Mr. Verloc is involved with the anar-

chists he is, as far as society is concerned, a con­

servative, whose duty it is to preserve the established 

78. The Secret Agent, p.69. 
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system. But Verloc is involved with both the 

defenders of the law and order and the anarchistic 

movement, whose aim is to destroy this order. Thus 

Verloc comes, in a sense, to represent the common 

area between the police and the agents of anarchy, 

suggesting both the opposition and juxtaposition of 

"'t" d It. I" . I d' Cl Y an Jung e , consecutlve y stan lng for order 

and chaos. Above all, the police are both dealing 

with - and thus acknowledging - the power of the 

jungle. The very existence of the police proves 

the jungle's existence. This intricate and complex 

aspect of the interrelationship between city and 

jungle has already been illustrated mainly by Heart 

of Darkness and "The Return", where the author 

explores in detail the area of conjunction of the 

two elements, while insisting at the same time on 

the slight but significant way they remain distinct 

from one another. 

In The Secret Agent the city and jungle are also 

closely linked through the significant references to 

the animal-imagery, butchery and cannibalism. Man 



in urban society is often compared to an animal or 

called a savage. Stevie, for example, is like "an 

d . . 1" 79 " unhappy omest~c an~ma , who prowled round the 

80 table like an excited animal in a cage." M r. 

Verloc, too, is compared to "a large animal in a 

,,81 
cage. 

The animal image interpenetrates with the theme 

412. 

of cannibalism, suggested through frequent references 

to meat and butchery. Even the colour of the sun in 

London, "a peculiarly London sun - against which 

nothing could be said except that it looked blood­

shot,,82, reflects an atmosphere of murder and butchery. 

Light, too, is often referred to in association with 

blood: "in the black street the curtained window of 

the carters' eating-house made a square patch of 

soiled blood-red light glowing faintly very near the 

,,83 
level of the pavement. After Mrs. Verloc has 

stabbed her husband to death, she keeps repeating to 

herself: "Blood and dirt. 
. ,,84 

Blood and dlrt. 

79. The Secret Agent, p.18S. 
80. Ibid., p.SS. 
81. Ibid., p.237. 
82. Ibid., p.ll. 
83. Ibid., p.269. 
84. Ibid., p.290. 
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The word butchery itself becomes a kind of leit-

motif in the novel and is associated with murder and 

cannibalism. Preparing Verloc for the attack on the 

Greenwich Observatory, Mr. Vladimir dismisses murder 

as an ordinary crime, inefficient to affect the 

public: 

I would never dream of directing you 
to organize a mere butchery, even if 
I expected the best results from it. 
But I wouldn't expect from a butchery 
the result I want. Murder is always 
with uss It is almost an instit­
ution. 8 

Winnie Verloc's first boy-friend is a butcher's boy, 

and when her husband returns from his expedition, 

she offers him cold roast beef while she is exam-

ining the carving knife. Mr. Avrom Fleishman in 

"The Symbolic World of The Secret Agent" examines 

this theme in detail and relates it to Conrad's vision 

of the modern world - "the ultimate reduction of man, 

even beyond fragmentation into flesh and transform-

h o total ann1oh10lat10on.,,86 ation into matter, in 1S 

The theme of cannibalism is well epitomised by 

85. The Secret Agent, p.33. 
86. The Secret Agent, Casebook Series, p.177. 



Stevie's accident. His body is found rendered into 

small pieces in the Greenwich park, "an accumulation 

of raw material for a cannibal feast,,87, or "what 

may be called the by-products of a butcher's shop 

with a view to an inexpensive Sunday dinner.,,88 

The whole urban community and its economic system 

are indeed related to the jungle. The crowd in the 

street is compared to a colony of locusts or ants 

struggling for survival: 

He [the Professor] was in a long, 
straight street, peopledby a mere 
fraction of an immense multitude; 
but all round him, on and on, even 
to the limits of the horizon hidden 
by the enormous piles of bricks, he 
felt the mass of mankind mighty in 
its numbers. They swarmed numerous 
like locusts, industrious like ants, 
thoughtless like a natural force, 
pushing on blind and orderly and 
absorbed, impervious to sentiment'89 
to logic, to terror, too, perhaps. 

414. 

Capitalism, as Michaelis expresses it, is linked with 

cannibalism: "He saw Capitalism doomed in its cradle, 

born with the poison of the principle of competition 

in its system. The great capitalists devouring the 

87. The Secret Agent, p.86. 
88. Ibid., p.88. 
89. Ibid., pp.8l-82. 



1 · 1 . 1 . ,,90 ltt e caplta lStS. Yundt, another anarchist 

affirms the same opinion: 

I would call it [the nature of the 
present economic conditions] canni­
balistic. That's what it is! 
They [the rich] are nourishing their 
greed on the quivering flesh and the 
warm blood of the people - nothing 
else. 9l 

415. 

, 

The close relationship between city and jungle, 

or the area of their conjunction, is also well 

expressed in moral terms through the instinctive 

identification between civilised man and primitive 

man. It is this "intimate impression of the savage 

instincts hidden in the heart of mankind",92 as 

Conrad puts it in The Arrow of Gold, that gives a 

deeper meaning to the interrelationship between 

the city and jungle. This theme is perhaps better 

illustrated in Heart of Darkness than in any other of 

Conrad's stories, conveyed as it is through the en-

counter of civilised man with the wilderness and his 

identification with primitive man in the process. 

90. The Secret Agent, p.49. 
91. Ibid., p.Sl. 
92. The Arrow of Gold, Vol.XVII, p.272. 
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In The Secret Agent, too, this theme is very 

suggestive as characters are often referred to as 

savage or primitive. Winnie Verloc, for example . ' 
is "that savage woman of his [who] was guarding the 

door - invisible and silent in the dark and deserted 

93 
street." When she clings to Ossipon she behaves 

in the same manner as Aissa, the savage woman in An 

Outcast of the Islands. Ossipon himself reminds us 

of the savage woman's possessiveness towards Willems 

in the jungle: "He [Ossipon] positively saw snakes 

now. He saw the woman [Winnie] twined round him 

like a snake, not to be taken off. She was not deadly. 

If h 0 f 10f ,,94 She was death itse - t e companlon Ole. 

At some point in the novel Winnie comes to embody 

the urban wilderness that surrounds her, as Aissa sym-

bolises the dark powers in her environment. In other 

words, Winnie and the savage woman in the Malay novel 

are consecutively associated with the city and the 

jungle: 

93. The Secret Agent, p g 285. 

94. Ibid., p.29l. 



A tinge of wildness in her [Winnie'sl 
aspect was derived from the black veil 
hanging like a rag against her cheek 
and from the fixity of her black gaz~ 
where the light of the room was absorbed 
and lost without the trace of a single 
gleam. 95 

417. 

In her "black gaze" that seems to swallow the light of 

the room, Winnie becomes like the city of London itself, 

of which, we may remind ourselves, Conrad says in his 

preface that it is "a cruel devourer of the world's 

light." 

This identification of civilised man with prim-

itive man is significantly summed up in what may be 

considered the climactic incident of The Secret Agent. 

This incident, indeed, summarises all the aspects of 

the interrelationship between city and jungle dis-

cussed so far, and in particular their area of inter-

section. It is of course Winnie Verloc's murder of 

her husband that conveys this theme: 

Into that plunging blow, delivered over 
the side of the couch, Mrs. Verloc had 
put all the inheritance of her immemorial 
and obscure descent, the~mple ferocity 

95. The Secret Agent, p.259. 
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of the age of caverns, and the unbalanced 
nervous fury of the age of bar-rooms.96 

418. 

The coexistence of primitivism and "civilisation" 

in Winnie's act of murder reveals Conrad's preoccu-

pation with the moral significance of the inter-

relationship between city and jungle. Moreover, 

Conrad seems clearly to express a general statement 

that applies to mankind at large, not only to Winnie 

as an individual; thus suggesting the persistent 

link between the origin of man, "the age of caverns", 

and modern man, "the age of bar-rooms." This subtle 

interrelationship between civilisation and primitive 

life is well summed up in Bertrand Russell's opinion 

of Conrad and the philosophy of life as he believes 

Heart of Darkness expresses: 

96. 
97. 

I felt, though I do not know whether 
he would have accepted such an image, 
that he thought of civilized and morally 
tolerable human life as a dangerous 
walk on a thin crust of barely cooled 
lava which at any moment might break 
and let the unwary sink into fiery 
depths. 97 

The image of the area where the three elements, 

The Secret Agent, p.263. 
Bertrand Russell, Portraits from Memory and 
other Essays (George Allen & Unwin Ltd.,1956), 
p.82. 
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sea, city and jungle, meet, particularly in terms of 

their moral implications, is well formulated in 

Conrad's metaphorical vision of a universe composed 

of the interaction of different waves. In a letter 

to Edward Garnett on 29 September 1898 he says: 

The secret of the universe is in the 
existence of horizontal waves whose 
varied vibrations are at the bottom 
of all states of consciousness. If 
the waves were vertical the universe 
would be different. This is a truism. 
But, don't you see, there is nothing 
in the world to prevent the simul­
taneous existence of vertical waves, 
of waves at any angles; in fact 
these are mathematical reasons for 
believing that such waves do exist. 
Therefore it follows that two uni­
verses may exist in the same place and 
in the same time - and not only two 
universes but an infinity of different 
universes - if by universe we mean a 
set of states of consciousness. 98 

In this context, Conrad's irony lurking behind 

this interrelationship between city and jungle is very 

telling, in that in undermining the achievements syrn-

bolised by the former, he tends to reduce it to the 

latter's level. Thus, the city as depicted in The 

Secret Agent is transformed into a large wilderness, 

98. Edward Garnett, Letters from Joseph Conrad 
1924 (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merril Company, 
1928), p.148. 
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But at the same time the writer does not ironise the 

value of the city out of existence. Therefore, for 

all their close interconnectedness, the city and 

jungle are not totally confused or interchangeable; 

the line that separates them and avoids their con-

fusion has already been illustrated by Heart of Darkness 

and "The Return". What Conrad actually seems to insist 

on through the recurring theme of the interrelationship 

in question is that the three images, sea, city and 

jungle, coexist and meet on certain fundamental 

points; and consequently, whatever man has achieved 

in the world of the city is not an absolutely reliable 

instrument to subdue the dark powers inherent in the 

universe. 

The way Conrad regulates the interrelationship of 

the three elements is rhetorically conveyed through 

the constant distance that remains between him and his 

material, usually achieved by his use of irony. In 

his "Author's Note" to The Secret Agent Conrad draws 

our attention to his attitude of detachment and his 

deliberate adoption of irony: 



••• the whole treatment of the tale its 
i~spiring indignation and underlyi~g 
p~ty and contempt, prove my detachment 
from the squalor and sordidness which 
lie simply in the outward circumstances 
of the setting. 99 

Then he adds: 

Even the purely artistic purpose, that 
of applying an ironic method to a sub­
ject of that kind, was formulated with 
deliberation and in the earnest belief 
that ironic treatment alone would 
enable me to say all I felt I would 
ha t · 11· . 100 ve 0 say ~n scorn as we as ~n p~ty. 
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Many critics have widely studied the use of irony 

in The Secret Agent and its artistic achievements. 

F.R. Leavis regards The Secret Agent as a masterpiece 

from an artistic point of view, and this is basically 

due to Conrad's subtle and mature handling of irony. 

Comparing The Secret Agent with Jonathan Wild, another 

ironic novel, Dr. Leavis pointed out: 

For The Secret Agent is truly classical 
in its maturity of attitude and the 
consummateness of the art in which this 
finds expression; in the contrast there 
is nothing for it but to see Jonathan 
Wild as the clumsy piece of hobbledehoydom, 
artistic and intellectual, that it is. 
The irony of The Secret Agent is not a 
matter of an insistent and obvious 
'significance' of tone, or the endless 

99 Th S t A t "Author's Note", p.viii. . e ecre gen, 
100. Ibid., p.xiii. 



repetition of a simple formula. 
The tone is truly subtle - subtle with 
the subtlely of the theme; and the 
theme develops itself in a complex 
organic structure. The effect depends 
upon an interplay of contrasting moral 
perspectives, and the rich economy of 
the pattern they make relates The Secret 
Agent to Nostromo. lOl 

From a moral approach, too, both Christopher 

422. 

Cooper and Jeremy Hawthorn agree that irony is based 

on the dichotomy between public and private morality. 

However, while Hawthorn contends that "Conrad's very 

ironic method rests on a revealed disjunction between 

. d bl·" 102 C f· d h h· h d pr1vate an pu 1C ,ooper 1n stat t 1S met 0 

also supplies the overall moral view of the novel with 

positive overtones. Defending the view that Conrad's 

moral attitude in The Secret Agent cannot be inter-

preted as pessimistic, he claims that 

••• the pessimism which must emerge 
from the lives of the characters in 
this particular novel is a quality 
arising directly from their motiv­
ation. This relates closely to the 
ironic mode which is so predominant 
in [The Secret Agent, Nostromo and 
Under Western Eyes) ... Only devia­
tions from morality, those codes of 

101. The Great Tradition, p.240. 
102. Joseph Conrad: Language and Fictional 

Self-Consciousness, p.78. 



behaviour which .•. have been defined 
as immorality or amorality, are ironic. 
For it is the supreme irony that in .. , 
actlng agalnst morality out of what is 
ultimately nothing more than self­
interest, the characters are, in the 
final analysis, being their own worst 
enemies. 103 

423. 

Conrad's manipulation of irony also provides him 

with a certain control over the world of the novel and 

acts as a device which enables him to be detached from 

the negative powers in the narrative. Seen from this 

point of view, irony is also an effective rhetorical 

device that regulates the interrelationship between 

sea, city and jungle. Related to this device is the 

function of the form of the novel itself, which 

suggests some kind of order that persists in Conrad's 

concept of life. Even when the vision is dark, the 

writer and the reader are at least kept aware of it; 

thus the formal text becomes part of the drama. In 

this context Daniel Schwarz makes the following comment 

upon the value of language in The Secret Agent: 

•.• the language is constantly 
evaluating, controlling, and res­
training the nihilism of the 
imagined world. For The Secret 
Agent depends upon a tension between 

103. Christopher Cooper, Conrad and the Human Dilemma 
(Chatto and Windus, 1970), p.lSl. 



disintegration of the content and 
integration and cohesion of the form. 104 

424. 

In Heart of Darkness, for example, Marlow's real 

journey may be interpreted as a quest to find a moral 

language; and Kurtz's whisper is to some extent a 

great achievement, in that, as he manages to arti-

culate "the horror", he detaches himself from chaos. 

In terms of the relationship between art and reality, 

Andre Maurois makes an observation very appropriate 

to this approach to The Secret Agent: 

In this imaginary world [the world 
of art] there are conflicts just as 
in the real world, but the conflicts 
are not painful, nor are they without 
cure •.• The conflict is resolved. 
In music there are storms, tempests 
of sounds and emotions which at times 
overwhelm the audience; but the 
music, in its order, brings storm and 
tempest under 'control', and this gives 
us the illusion of victory over the 
disorder of the world. lOS 

The regularising control suggested in Conrad's 

treatment of the interrelationship between sea, city 

and jungle is indeed central to his philo~ophy of life 

104. Conrad: Almayer's Folly to Under Western 
Eyes, p.lS7. 

lOS. Illusions, pp.77-78. 
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in general, implying that there is always a glimpse of 

order in the midst of chaos. Because the writer fully 

controls and finely adjusts their interactions, the 

three elements never interrelate in such a way as to 

become confused with each other. 

The frequent use of images from the sea and the 

jungle to express Conrad's vision of the city in 

The Secret Agent demonstrates to what extent their 

interrelationship is a central aspect of his fiction. 

The function of the three elements in terms of their 

interaction, achieved by a large pattern of cross­

references, contributes to the understanding not only 

of the three elements as settings, but also - and in 

particular - to an elucidation of the writer's con­

cept of man's place in the universe. For this 

reason, it would be misleading to divide Conrad's 

works into three separate categories, as some critics 

have done, that is: jungle novels, sea novels and 

city novels. Across the whole canon, the three 

images are always found together, implicitly or 

explicitly, which demonstrates that the author's 



concept of reality indeed can be described not in 

terms of anyone of these images but in the way 

they interact and partake of each other. 

426. 



CONCLUSION 

427. 
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It has been demonstrated that the three elements , 

sea, city and jungle, are found side by side in 

nearly all of Conrad's works. They interlock with 

each other even where one of them provides the pre­

dominant background to the story. Thus, to emphasise 

exclusively one of the three settings while ignoring 

its interplay with the other two, has been shown to 

limit the dimensions of the story as a whole and the 

themes the writer strives to convey through it. For 

the three settings always refer to each other, in one 

way or another, in order to expand and ultimately 

complete their meanings and the ideas they generate 

in the story. 

Moreover, the writer's treatment of the three 

settings, not separately, but in a frame of inter­

connectedness, has proved to be a consistent aspect 

of his fiction and is indeed central to his vision of 

life in general, in that in this way alone can he do 

justice to his complex notion of reality. 

This study of the interrelationship between the 

three elements also provides us with their approximate 
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definitions as seen in the context of Conrad's works. 

Generally speaking, the jungle stands for an expression 

of chaos and disorder in the world; the city symbolises 

the desire of mankind to create civilisation in order 

to impose order and safety on the wilderness; the sea, 

a vast natural element, confronting man with perpetual 

challenge. 

These definitions, however, are not by any means 

strictly exclusive to each of the three elements in 

turn as they operate in the author's works. Seen in 

the light of their interplay, their definitions become 

modified and expand in such a way that they come to 

overlap with each other, which reflects the intimacy 

of their interrelationship. Thus, the city, for 

example, also becomes a place of chaos and restlessness, 

like the jungle and sea, which, in their turn, usually 

appear in the world of the city to throw into light 

its sinister, threatening aspect. Therefore, the 

study of the interrelationship between sea, city and 

jungle provides us with an understanding of their 

wider definitions and implications. 
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In this subtle relationship between three different 

yet similar elements, three areas that overlap with 

each other and yet are constantly kept distinct, it 

is the author's finely modulated regulating technique 

that enters into action to control their interrelation-

ship. It is a technique which also provides a clue to 

Conrad's concept of life and man in general, and of 

that which lies at the heart of his philosophy as an 

artist. As an instance, whenever he seems to suggest 

pessimism in life we are aware that he leaves a margin 

for other possibilities, since his regulating tech-

nique is always present in his attitude. The same 

fact can be applied to optimism, an optimism always 

suggested within limits. In this effect, we may 

conclude that Conrad leaves the possibility of creating 

moral balance open, though his work seems, while 

admitting this possibility, still to veer towards the 

pessimistic view. The idea of regulation, as a 

matter of fact, also points to an ambivalence in his 

themes in general. Concerning the relationship 

between city and jungle, as has been demonstrated, 

while he compares the former to the latter, he does 



not wholly repudiate the value of the city or the 

civilisation it stands for. 

431. 

More importantly, the regulating technique that 

informs his themes in general, and the interrelation­

ship between sea, city and jungle in particular, 

reveals and confirms the persistence of a certain 

order lying at the heart of a universe undermined by 

chaos. Conrad also suggests throughout his works 

that it is the individual's responsibility to 'organise' 

his inner nature in order to create order in his life. 

Thus, as the treatment of the interplay between sea, 

city and jungle implies, order is always present in 

the midst of chaos, optimism within pessimism. The 

two themes coexist, proving the existence of each 

other, while neither can be said to be the one most 

favoured, far less adopted by the author to the 

exclusion of all else. Such are the major ideas 

that can be deduced from Conrad's concept of the inter­

relationship between the three elements attempted in 

the foregoing chapters. 
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Briefly, the first chapter concentrated on two 

major Malay novels: Almayer's Folly and An Outcast of 

the Islands. Here, the jungle prevails as the mise-en-
, 

scene to the stories. The sea is connected with it 

through the European adventurer as well as through the 

image of the river, literally the link between the 

jungle and the sea. The image of the city is always 

present, shadowed in behind the other images function-

ing as a significant frame of reference to the story 

and the character. Compared with the powerful 

physicality of the jungle, the city, as presented in 

these two novels, is generally characterised by 

illusoriness and fragility. In the mind of Almayer, 

however, the city stands for the world of order and 

civilisation as opposed to the hostility and chaos 

of the jungle. The jungle is presented as a tempting 

but fatal world. Both Almayer and Willems meet their 

death in it, while, till the very end, they dream of 

going back to the world of the city. However, the 

author's attitude sharply contrasts with the characters'. 

In fact, the deployment of the images of jungle, city 

and sea is all part of the apparatus of Conradian 
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irony and a means of allowing us to distinguish 

between authorial perception and characters' percep­

tion. The former's ironic treatment of the city, 

by bringing it into close intimacy with the primi­

tive, chaotic world of the jungle, reveals the fact 

that the city is far from being an absolute. The 

other important ironic treatment of the city in the 

Malay phase lies in the recurring reference to the 

"house of cards", which again demonstrates Conrad's 

mistrust of the city or Western civilisation as an 

absolute achievement with the capacity to subdue the 

chaos manifested in the jungle. Because of the 

writer's ironical treatment of the interrelationship 

between sea, city and jungle, a risk of confusing the 

three elements may be suggested. In the next chapter, 

however, this apparent confusion is shown to have been 

clearly avoided. 

In chapter two, three stories were studied to­

gether to explore further aspects of the inter­

relationship between the three elements: "An Outpost 

of Progress" and Heart of Darkness, whose main back-
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ground is the jungle of Central Africa, and "The 

Return" where the main setting is the city of London. 

This chapter provided us with an additional eluci­

dation of the interrelationship in question and, above 

all, revealed the writer's technique by which he 

avoided any confusion of the three elements. The 

intrinsic idea drawn from the study of these three 

stories is that the sea, city and jungle may be morally 

coterminous and that the world of the jungle is revealed 

to be ever-present in the world of the city. This idea 

is expressed by the reiteration of the use of the 

"stream of darkness" and its implications. The other 

major theme that reflects the subtle interrelationship 

between the three settings, and in particular between 

city and jungle, is the identification of civilised 

man with primitive and unsophisticated man. The 

uncomfortable affinity between jungle and city suggested 

in this theme is more fully elaborated and stressed 

in Heart of Darkness than in the other novels and short 

stories. 

Again, the writer's regulating technique comes 
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into play in order to limit this affinity, as he keeps 

hinting at the slight but meaningful line that sep-

arates them. This authorial attitude implies both 

the utility of the city or civilisation as an attempt 

to bring some kind of order to the universe. In 

this sense the three elements of the interrelation-

ship can overlap without becoming confused or inter-

changeable. 

The third chapter brought further comment on the 

interrelationship between the sea and cit Yo This was 

. 11 d d b Th N· f h "N . " especla y emonstrate y e 19ger 0 t e arClSSUS, 

by the end of which the city of London is significantly 

portrayed as a dark place, and is also compared to a 

large vessel. Additionally, the interrelationship 

between the three elements was further explored through 

a series of associations, between sea and land, island 

and city, and desert and city. 

"The Secret Sharer", Lord Jim and Victory 

provided us with interesting illustrations of these 

relationships and comparisons. h " "The Secret S arer 

demonstrated the perpetual link between sea and shore; 
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Lord Jim and Victory depicted the protagonist always 

striving to escape from the human community and 

civilisation into the wilderness. Yet, the journeys 

of both Lord Jim and Axel Heyst proved perhaps the 

inevitable failure of their attempt to find a con­

vincing identity outside an organised, social community. 

The study of Nostromo in the fourth chapter showed 

that as far as the interrelationship between the three 

major settings was concerned, this novel could be con­

sidered as a bridge between works where the sea and 

jungle prevailed as physical settings, and works whose 

main background was the city. This chapter also 

revealed that the city was still literally linked to 

the sea and jungle. 

Like the image of the city in the Malay and 

African tales, the city in Nostromo in the early days 

of its development fulfils the functions of the out­

posts and the small towns established by the white 

man and expresses the attempt of civilisation to 

impose itself on the wilderness and primitive life. 

Nevertheless, in Nostromo the interrelationship 

between the three elements witnesses a new stage of 



development, in that the city proves to be more 

challenging to the other two elements as Sulaco 

gradually grows into a large urban area more soph­

isticated than the outposts and the small towns in 

the previous works. The importance of the interplay 

between the three settings is particularly emphasised 

through the perpetual shift of the events of the story 

and the movements of the main characters between sea, 

city and wilderness. The general inclination of the 

major characters to withdraw from the city to the 

wilderness and the emergence of the new dark powers 

of chaos that Sulaco generates in the process of its 

modernisation, express and correlate with the city's 

paradoxical tendency to grow into a wasteland; 

thus the city and wilderness come to be juxtaposed. 

437. 

Again, although the city as presented in Nostromo 

overlaps metaphorically with its surroundings, the sea 

and wilderness, it remains slightly distinct from them, 

because of the writer's regulating treatment, which 

remains consistent throughout his works. At any rate, 

although more emphasis is put on the city in this 

novel, compared with the previous works, putting aside 
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the short story "The Return", it is still viewed in full 

perspective with the other two elements, the sea and 

the jungle. 

The fifth chapter concentrated particularly on 

The Secret Agent and its comparison with the previous 

works in the light of the interrelationship between 

sea, city and jungle. In this novel, where Conrad 

limits the physical setting to the city of London, 

there are further comments on the urban environment. 

The vision of a big city is the novel's main subject. 

However, the importance of studying the three elements 

in conjunction with each other is again confirmed In 

The Secret Agent through the recurring references to 

sea and jungle against the urban background. The 

fundamental function of the sea and jungle implicitly 

reveals the inseparability of the three elements. 

The vision of the city Conrad tries to convey in this 

novel depends, for implications and meanings, on its 

metaphorical link with the sea and jungle. Their 

contributions to the dimensions the writer strives to 

give the city's definition proves the significance of 

their interrelationship. 
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With respect to themes, The Secret Agent is shown 

to be strongly linked to the novels and short stories 

whose main scenes are the sea and jungle. The cornmon 

themes these works share, from Almayer's Folly to The 

Secret Agent, also point to the permanent connection 

between the three settings. Darkness and chaos, 

applied to the city and jungle, emphasise again their 

close intimacy. Furthermore, the sea and jungle 

enter The Secret Agent in such a way that they high-

light the chaotic aspect of the urban scene. This 

area where the three elements overlap demonstrates 

that the city is far from being totally separate from 

the other two elements, or that it stands exclusively 

for order and organised life. 

Despite the close intimacy of the three elements, 

the writer's attitude in controlling their inter­

relationship is very suggestive in The Secret Agent: 

although there is certainly more emphasis on the area 

where sea, city and jungle overlap, it is also very 

remarkable how the writer prevents them from becoming 

interchangeable. Conrad's treatment of the inter-

relationship between the three images is therefore 
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demonstrated to be consistent throughout his works. 

First, it has been demonstrated through this com­

parative study of Conrad's works that it is more 

rewarding and even necessary to deal with the three 

major settings together than separately. Secondly, 

the use of these images throughout his works gives the 

latter a kind of unified structure and defines the 

writer's moral vision. Thirdly, their kinship, or 

the area of their intersection, is certainly under­

lined, while at the same time their separateness 

persists. Finally, the author's regulating tech­

nique is always present behind their interrelationship, 

and accordingly, the three elements are neither 

presented as antithetical nor permutable. 
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