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The main subject of Conrad's novels is that mysterious community of people, who 
despite the colour of their skin and their origin, are united in their experience of good 
and evil in this world.

In the Midst of the Incomprehensible

There is another world to be discovered – and more than one! On to the ships, you philosophers!









Friedrich Nietzsche The Gay Science
To be steeped too deeply in realities is in itself a cause of visionary moods.









Victor Hugo, Toilers of the Sea
First there was Konrad Korzeniowski, the son of Apollo Korzeniowski, a writer and a patriot. Then there was  Konrad Nałęcz Korzeniowski (the family boasted of the coat of arms called Nałęcz), and after enlisting in foreign navies, Conrad Korzeniowski, sometimes Joseph Conrad Korzeniowski, and eventually, when it turned out that the English could not pronounce his name: Joseph Conrad.

Shame

In 1899 Wincenty Lutosławski, a philosopher as eminent as he was eccentric, wrote: “Recently a position of distinction was gained by a compatriot of ours, Mr. Konrad Korzeniowski, known under the pen name of Joseph Conrad, an émigré from 1863. His novels are marked by a Polish-style szlachcic [landed gentleman] panache intensified by many years of sailing round the islands of the Pacific”. Little was known about Konrad Korzeniowski then, and he was poorly read – if at all. Neither was he a post-1863 uprising émigré (he left Kraków for good in 1874), nor did he have a Polish-style szlachcic [landed gentleman] panache (whatever it could mean apart from what we know from Sienkiewcz's Trilogy); as for his “many years of sailing round the islands of the Pacific” (or to be precise, the Malayan Archipelago, as the today's Indonesia was then called) they would boil down to some three years at the most.


But who cared for biographical details in those days? When little is known, it is usually moralising that comes into play. “[T]his gentleman who writes popular and very lucrative novels in English has almost caused me a nervous breakdown. My gorge rises when I read about him. Why … creative talent forms the very head of the tree, the pinnacle of the tower, the life-blood of the nation. And to take away that flower, to remove that pinnacle, to drain away the life-blood from the nation in order to pass it on to the Anglo-Saxons who lie on a bed of roses, anyway, just because they pay better! It is even hard to think about it without shame! This is how Eliza Orzeszkowa, a Polish 19th c. novelist, was ashamed for him. And she was not the only one to feel that righteous indignation. Since Konrad Korzeniowski committed the greatest blasphemy: he drained away the life-blood from the nation. Nay, he sold his life, blood and soul to the English who must have paid dearly for it as, clearly, it was impossible to abandon one's nation for nothing.

Well, as for blood, there was much bad blood between Conrad and the world. “During the last few years – that is since my last examination, I have not been too happy in my journeyings. I was nearly drowned, nearly got burned”, wrote Conrad in a letter to the family. He was haunted by diseases throughout his whole life. In Congo he was down with fever and dysentery. After his return he spent several months in hospital due to rheumatism in his legs, neuralgia of the arm and stomach pains. And he ended up lame.

As long as he lived, he complained about poor health. He was neurasthenic. After all, it cannot be definitely excluded that we owe it to his illnesses (and no engagements from foreign navies) that Konrad Korzeniowski became Joseph Conrad and, along with George Eliot and Henry James, created “the great tradition” of English literature, as F. R. Leavis put it. Could he have also created – if he had not left Poland – a great tradition of Polish literature?
“Uwaga!” or “Look out there!”

Of course, he could not. To claim that is not to be aware that literature is made of language and experience. Conrad wrote literature only in English, moreover, on the basis on his experiences that were hard to imagine in Kraków or in Podolia. In his case life intertwines with language very closely.


One could even risk saying that if in his youth Korzeniowski was so determined to leave Poland, he must have dreamt of another life than the one awaiting him in the back country of the Habsburg Empire. And if he dreamt of another life, he must have dreamt of another language, too, other than French, his fist foreign language (he did not speak either German or Russian). In fact he was right saying that it was not he who chose English but he was chosen by this language. “If I had not written in English, I would not have written at all”, he explains in his reminiscences. He describes in emotional terms the moment of his initiation when he was first addressed in English, “the speech of my secret choice, of my future, of long friendships, of the deepest affections”. That was in France, where he spent the first years of his maritime apprenticeship. He was approaching a big ship in a dinghy to deliver a pilot when the two boats came with a slight bump against each other and and English sailor, flinging down a rope, shouted at him “Look out there!”.

That call became for Conrad what “Tolle, lege” (“take up and read”) became for Augustine, who heard it in a garden just before his conversion to Christianity – a summon, a call that cannot be left unanswered and to which one must answer with one's whole life. There was nothing special in the call, no profound ideas were conveyed through it, on the contrary. Korzeniowski was entering the universe of the British culture as if from the bottom up, from the perspective of a flung rope and an admonishment, which contained a hint, however: it indicated care for a properly carried out task that must be done together. When the pilot climbed on board, “my companion in the dinghy was urging me to 'shove off – push hard'; and when I bore against the smooth flank of the first English ship I ever touched in my life, I felt it already throbbing under my open palm”.

The scene is highly symbolic. Korzeniowski touches the ship with the open palm and she is throbbing like a living thing, like life itself, but at the same time he pushes off it hard. In his  account the companion in the dinghy uses the words “push hard”, which is what midwives say to mothers in labour. “Push hard” and deliver a new man into the world. Joseph Conrad, an English writer was delivered in that symbolic labour, which has not lost any of its palpability. Hence came a writer who not only clung hard to English literature, but also pushed off it hard, sailing away into his own transnational direction. Just as he had pushed off hard from Polish literature before.

Orzeszkowa wanted to tie Korzeniowski to Polish, that is, to doom him to only one life. By choosing the sea, Conrad let himself be chosen by English without which he could not become a writer and would not be able to remain himself: the self he wanted to create. And the self he succeeded to create.
High seas

The first book the little Korzeniowski read unaided was Victor Hugo's Toilers of the Sea in his father's, Apollo, translation, whose text can still move the reader today. Since then the sea had seized his imagination irresistibly, and his reading of books of travel and geographical discoveries turned it into “a hallowed ground” (“Geography and Some Explorers”). When he set off a voyage to Africa in 1890, he confessed: “I am home-sick for the sea and long to look again on the plains of that salt-water which has so often cradled me, which has so many times smiled at me under the glittering sunshine of a beautiful day, which many times too has flung the threat of death in my face with a whirl of white foam whipped by the wind under a dark December sky. I regret having to miss all that.” But he added in another letter: “Life rolls on in bitter waves, like the gloomy and brutal ocean under a sky covered with mournful clouds, and there are some days when to the poor souls embarked on the desperate voyage it seems that not a ray of sun has ever been able to penetrate that sad veil; that never again will it shine, that it never even existed!”.


In 1895, though he had already realised he was to become a writer, he confessed in one of his letters, “I want to buy a boat, take command and set out on a voyage of two to three years”. He knew he needed that, but he also knew that life of the sailor cannot be reconciled with the life of the writer.

What attracted him to the sea so much? There is no certainty about that. But one thing is certain, he never regretted his choice. Undoubtedly, the sea formed his character, which, however, became clear only when all was said and done. What could have been so attractive to the little boy brought up among Ukrainian barrows? What intuition made him for two years pester the uncle, who looked after him after his father's death and managed his property, to let him leave the country and pursue “that dog's life” (“ce metier du chien”)? Conrad never wrote about it directly, but a clue can be found in his contemporary, Friedrich Nietzsche, who writes in The Gay Science meaningfully and prolifically about the sea, that “beautiful monster”: “We have forsaken the land and gone to sea! We have destroyed the bridge behind us – more so, we have demolished the land behind us! Now, little ship, look out! Beside you is the ocean; it is true, it does not always roar, and at times it lies there like silk and gold and dreams of goodness. But there will be hours when you realize that it is infinite and that there is nothing more awesome than infinity”. Or “[f]or believe me – the secret for harvesting from existence the greatest fruitfulness and the greatest enjoyment is – to live dangerously. Build your cities on the slopes of Vesuvius! Send your ships into uncharted seas!”. And “finally, the horizon seems clear again, even if not bright; finally our ships may set out again, set out to face any danger; every daring of the lover of knowledge is allowed again; the sea, our sea, lies open again; maybe there has never been such an 'open sea',” (transl. Josephine Nauckhoff).

What Nietzsche described in philosophical terms, Korzeniowski experienced in real life. Opening up of the sea and clear horizon signify not only a promise of adventures but also a liberation from that one and only story that imposes sense on one's life, from that only, as later philosophers would call it, metanarrative that for Korzeniowski must have been national history condensed in his mother tongue. The risk of knowledge took over the devotion to tradition, and although Conrad never renounced Poland, he would throw himself quite literally into the vortex of the unknown to form there his new self.

Many years later he would write: “I enjoy every kind of struggle with elements and with people. Struggle means life, and for me the pleasure lies precisely in the struggle itself – never in the victory or in the fruits of victory.”
Heart of Darkness

“Now when I was a little chap I had a passion for maps. I would look for hours at South America, or Africa, or Australia, and lose myself in all the glories of exploration. At that time there were many blank spaces on the earth, and when I saw one that looked particularly inviting on a map (but they all look that) I would put my finger on it and say, 'When I grow up I will go there'”, says Marlow in Heart of Darkness, but Conrad repeated that about himself many times. Then there were books of adventures, including probably those on Stanley's expeditions (one of them was entitled Through the Dark Continent, 1878), whose steps Conrad would follow in 1890.


That was a breakthrough expedition in his life.

Looking for a chance to go to Africa, Korzeniowski binds himself by a 3-year contract, but already after a few months he regrets that bitterly and sends several letters to his family in Europe to get him the post of the captain on one of the ocean ships belonging to a company with the headquarters in Belgium. On his way to Africa he writes in one of his letters: “I doubt the future. For indeed – I ask myself – why should one trust it? And also why be sad? A little illusion, many dreams, a rare flash of happiness then disillusionment, a little anger and much pain, and then the end – peace! That is the programme, and we shall be seeing this tragicomedy to the finish. One must be resigned.”

The programme was neither fun nor safe: 60% of the company came back to Europe due to fever and dysentery even before six months were over. Only 7% managed to last the three years of the contract. Korzeniowski did not avoid diseases either (4 fevers within 2 months), due to which he was sent back to Europe after a few months. He managed, however, to sail up the Congo River as an additional passenger on board of “The Roi des Belges” and get acquainted with the river. What he saw, he described in Heart of Darkness.

There are no extant letters in which Korzeniowski would describe his Congo experiences. But there is Marlow's tale, the main narrator's of Heart of Darkness, in which, as we may assume, many of Conrad's impressions are preserved; and similarities between the biography of the fictional character and the actual biography of the author are numerous. There is The Congo Diary, but it is not of much use really. The first part contains a brief description of the expedition from one station to another interspersed with infrequent comments (“Getting jolly well sick of this fun”), the second one is a collection of navigation instructions from the journey up the river on board “Roi de Belges” (“When entering the reach keep rather on the outer edge of the current following the right shore.”) The journey to the heart of darkness undertaken by Marlow, which he narrates to his companions on the yacht moored on the Thames, must have been spun out of nothingness much later, since Heart of Darkness was written at the turn of 1898/99, eight years after the African adventure was over.
The Horror! The Horror!

None of Conrad's works have became so famous. It has been filmed several times with great attention to detail, transposed to Vietnam by Coppola; it has become a staple target of post-colonial critics blaming Conrad for being a part of an imperialist-colonial plot against exploited natives. One cannot be more mistaken! The reasons for thinking differently are numerous. Firstly, Conrad hinted unequivocally at his opinion on the Belgians' exploitation of the Congo. Secondly, Marlow never expresses his acceptance for their plunderous ways. Thirdly, Heart of Darkness is not a narrative about a colonial exploitation, but a poignant story of man's confrontation with the wilderness of existence. All the cards are dealt already at the very beginning, when Marlow begins his tale and when, looking at the river and its surroundings, he says: “This also has been one of the dark places of the earth”.

The eponymous darkness pertains not so much to the Congo and Kurtz's dark consciousness, which Marlow tries to penetrate, but to the moment when people are confronted with that which they cannot grasp. This is how Marlow introduces his listeners to his story: “[t]hink of a decent young citizen in a toga (…) coming out here in the train of some prefect, or tax-gatherer, or trader even, to mend his fortunes. Land in a swamp, march through the woods, and in some inland post feel the savagery, the utter savagery, had closed round him – all that mysterious life of the wilderness that stirs in the forest, in the jungles, in the hearts of wild men. There's no initiation either into such mysteries. He has to live in the midst of the incomprehensible, which is also detestable. And it has a fascination, too, that goes to work upon him. The fascination of the abomination – you know, imagine the growing regrets, the longing to escape, the powerless disgust, the surrender, the hate."


 To live in the midst of the incomprehensible – this is Conrad's major theme, the theme he would rewrite into major and minor parts. Whether it would refer to an incomprehensible decision, an incomprehensible emotion, or someone else's incomprehensible existence, it can always be expected that the incomprehensibility would never be easily translated into a legible register of knowledge. “I shall never know” – so ends “The Tale” (1916), whose protagonist leaves himself and his listener in doubt as to what really happened on a ship during the war.
I enjoy every kind of struggle with elements and with people. Struggle means life, and for me the pleasure lies precisely in the struggle itself – never in the victory or in the fruits of victory.

Joseph Conrad

Conradus Natus Est

In Africa Korzeniowski experiences a serious crisis, caused not only by his poor health. It is the crisis of sense. Just after his return, on the 1 February 1891 he writes to his aunt. “Nothing  interesting to tell you. The older I get, the more stupid I become. I would not even know how to make up any news. I am not very cheerful, shut in as I am. I have some books, but the books are stupid, too. I think I shall be able to return to work in six weeks – if I can find any!”. In April he plunges to the depth of depression: “I see everything with such despondency – all in black. My nerves are completely frayed.” In October: “I am vegetating. I do not even think – therefore I do not exist (…). This evening I seem to be in a corner, spine cracked, nose in the dust. Would you kindly scrape together the poor devil, pout him tenderly in your apron, introduce him to your dolls, make him join the dinner party with the others?”. Finally however, depression is overcome, though Conrad would always suffer from severe attacks of the loss of self-confidence.


In 1894 he manages to finish work on Almayer's Folly (“Malay life, about 64000 words”, as he wrote to his publisher), whose manuscript he took with him wherever he went, even on the steamboat going up the Congo River. In March he writes to his aunt Poradowska about his work: “my mind goes wandering through great spaces filled with vague forms. Everything is still chaos but, slowly, ghosts are transformed into living flesh, floating vapours turn solid, and – who knows?  – perhaps something will be born from the collision of indistinct ideas”. In April the book is already finished. “My dear Aunt! I regret to inform you of the death of Mr Kaspar Almayer, which occurred this morning at 3 o'clock. It's finished. The scratch of the pen writing the final word, and suddenly this entire company of people who have spoken into my ear, gesticulated before my eyes, lived with me for some many years, becomes a band of phantoms who retreat, fade and dissolve – are made pallid and indistinct by the sunlight of this brilliant and sombre day. Since I woke this morning it seems to me I have buried a part of myself in the pages which lie here before my eyes”.
Other worlds

The last two quotations demonstrate vividly what the novel is, not only in Conrad's eyes – it is invoking a new world from nonexistence (from “chaos” as the author of Nostromo would always call it) and peopling it with characters and things, events and thoughts that since that moment begin living with the author, and may be living with the reader, too. And that at least to the point when a new novel appears, and along with it a new world that will enlarge the writer's and the reader's experience, embracing that which has not existed before.


It will not be amiss now to mention Marcel Proust, one of those writers whom Conrad respected the most. In the last volume of Remembrance of Things Past we read as follows: “...for a writer’s style and also a painter’s are matters not of technique but of vision. It is the revelation, impossible by direct and conscious means, of the qualitative difference there is in the way in which we look at the world, a difference which, without art, would remain for ever each man’s personal secret. By art alone we are able to get outside ourselves, to know what another sees of this universe which for him is not ours, the landscapes of which would remain as unknown to us as those of the moon. Thanks to art, instead of seeing one world, our own, we see it multiplied and as many original artists as there are, so many worlds are at our disposal, differing more widely from each other than those which roll round the infinite” (transl. Stephen Hudson).

For Proust the novel assists when a new, unknown world appears in whose distinctness our habits are reflected. Conrad should be also classed among those writers like Proust and James (gthe latter wrote about Conrad with great admiration) who belong to one line of novelists emphasising and understanding literature as an enlargement of our world through a multiplication of differences inscribed in those other worlds. There are also novels belonging to the other line; these show us the world so familiar that we do not want to stay there even for a moment, as this does not tell us anything new about our life. Their name is Legion.
Insignificant Events

But that nonexistence from which new worlds are invoked in not a real nonexistence. It is, just as Thomas Mann wants it, a deep well of the past, only in Conrad's case that past is his remembrance of past events, his life, his biography. “What bothers me the most is that my figures are so real. I know them so well that they fetter my imagination.” In Conrad nothing is invented, it is only transformed. Fictional characters are real insofar as they belong to a world we recognise as ours, even though we have never lived there for a single moment. In fact, Conrad's main subject is  human beings we can easily identify with, and “the articulate appeal of their humanity so strangely constructed from inertia and restlessness, from weakness and from strength and many other interesting contradictions which affect their conduct” (Preface to The Shorter Tales). No wonder then that he considered “The Outpost of Progress” his best short story. This is how he wrote about it to his editor: “It is a story of the Congo. There is no love interest in it and no woman – only incidentally. The exact locality is not mentioned. (…) The story is simple – there is hardly any description. The most common incidents are related – the life in a lonely station on the Kassai. I have divested myself of everything but pity – and some scorn – while putting down the insignificant events that bring on the catastrophe”.


The most ordinary events lead to a catastrophe: here is the shortest recipe for great literature, since “The Outpost of Progress” is indeed the best of Conrad's short stories. It is this story that features one of the best characterisations of human existence, split between the ordinary and the extraordinary. “To the sentiment of being alone of one's kind, to the clear perception of the loneliness of one's thoughts, of one's sensations – to the negation of the habitual, which is safe, there is added the affirmation of the unusual, which is dangerous; a suggestion of things vague, uncontrollable, and repulsive, whose discomposing intrusion excites the imagination and tries the civilized nerves of the foolish and the wise alike.”
Sympathy

Conrad lived through too much to treat his heroes lightly or as playthings. That is why he admired Flaubert, since “one never questions for a moment either his characters or his incidents: one would rather doubt one's own existence”. The famous Preface to The Nigger of Narcissus of 1897, with  even more famous words about “render[ing] the highest kind of justice to the visible universe” (curiously, when people quote this sentence from memory they tend to speak about “meting out justice”), in fact, does not bear any traces of his fascination with the French symbolists as some critics would want, nor is it so romantic, as it might seem. As a matter of fact, Conrad writes here about the writer's ability to speak “to our capacity for delight and wonder” at the world on one hand, and the feeling of “pity” and “solidarity” with suffering people on the other. Wonder and sympathy are the poles of his thinking about the world and literature. As he wrote in his reminiscences, distancing himself from a detached position of  a mere spectator “left standing (...) on the bank of the great stream carrying onward so many lives”: “I would fain claim for myself the faculty of so much insight as can be expressed in a voice of sympathy and compassion”.


Another preface, this time to Lord Jim (1900), puts the question of sympathy yet differently. Jim “is not the product of coldly perverted thinking. He’s not a figure of Northern Mists either. One sunny morning, in the commonplace surroundings of an Eastern roadstead, I saw his form pass by — appealing — significant — under a cloud — perfectly silent. Which is as it should be. It was for me, with all the sympathy of which I was capable, to seek fit words for his meaning.” Now sympathy pertains to the relationship between the writer's words and his hero who is described as “one of us”. Sympathy means an ability to express that which, though completely different, nevertheless belongs to our world.
A Silent Appeal

In his reminiscences Conrad describes the condition in which his first book was created. “Unknown to my respectable landlady, it was my practice directly after my breakfast to hold animated receptions of Malays, Arabs, and half-castes. They did not clamour aloud for my attention. They came with a silent and irresistible appeal (...)”. They appealed, of course, to the author to bring them to life in his novel.


If wherever it is right to burden the novel with any mission, it is exactly at the moment when  people who were once a part of someone's life demand to be resurrected, to draw a map of human relations, to invest them with new meanings, to live through them anew, but to do so in such a way that they were also able to experience their own death or, simply, absence. Conrad recognises in this silent appeal directed by those people from there, those others coming from other worlds, “a moral character” that only the novel can manage. Curious. Not the reminiscences, the memoir, but only the novel can achieve that, as if fiction constituted a decisive factor in this case, as if inventiveness and made up tales were able to transport actual events into a dimension different from that of facts, and invest them with a sense.

Since it is fiction that invests facts with a sense. The word “fiction” itself derives from the Latin fingere, i.e. “to from”, “shape” and “create”. Originally, the word did not refer to unreal inventions, but only a certain way of shaping material. For novelists such as Conrad, fiction is tantamount to shaping facts, that is investing them with a sense they did not originally possess. That is why the novel can respond to the appeal, in fact, ethical in its essence, of the long gone world to prolong its existence. “[F]or why should the memory of these beings, seen in their obscure, sun-bathed existence, demand to express itself in the shape of a novel, except on the ground of that mysterious fellowship which unites in a community of hopes and fears all the dwellers on this earth?”.

If one were to ask once more about the main subject of Conrad's novels, now the answer could be as follows: it is that mysterious community of people, who despite the colour of their skin and their origin, are united in their experience of good and evil in this world.
Fidelity

In Conrad there is no chasm between life and literature: literature does not merely represent life, but rather exposes us to its severity and allows us to sympathise with that which is severe. Sympathise – that is to share in feelings. Sympathise also means “to render in words assembled with conscientious care” in order to express that which no longer exists. Words belong to the world and do not escape from it. They are as sensual as everything we touch and taste, everything – like images, like smells, like sounds – that clings to our memory. Ultimately, words unite us – people – with one another and separate us from one another, too. Our world exists thanks to them and thanks to them other worlds emerge in it. 


Such a vision of literature speaks to that which is the simplest and also most important, which Conrad called “simple truths”. If one is fortunate, says Conrad, one can – as far as one is sincere towards oneself – “awaken in the hearts of the beholders that feeling of unavoidable solidarity (...) in toil, in joy, in hope, in uncertain fate, which binds men to each other and all mankind to the visible world”. Two things must be stressed here, or rather, not things but relations: among people who recognise their finiteness, and between them and the visible world. The world is not somewhere there, beyond human joys and sorrows, but in them, in human bodies and souls, just as words, the matter of literature, are not somewhere there, beyond us but in us ourselves, both in our minds and on our lips.

The greatest error of modernity lies exactly in this: it consists in persuading us that the world full of people, animals and things lies beyond us, that we are not a part of it but must work our way into it at all costs, break into it, enter it or, otherwise, remain for ever solitary, imprisoned in  solipsism of the subject. It is the other way round: separation from the world is not our point of departure; it is our immersion in the world. Not separation but sympathy. Not solitude but community. Since their birth, people enter (“push, push hard”) a world of relations (among other people, animals, plants, things) that they later strengthen or weaken, but there is no prearranged rule to govern them. Some overestimate those relations, which usually ends up with idolizing politics, others underestimate them, which usually ends up with suicide (having made debts in France, the young Korzeniowski tried that as well; the bullet went through his chest and back, without damaging any internal organs). This is exactly a lesson one can learn from Conrad's novels.

His narrators do not situate themselves outside the world and do not admonish it, but are immersed in it, wrestle with it and try to come to grips with it, weaving their humble, insignificant  tales. This is why the basic Conradian category is fidelity. How should one understand it and avoid easy moralising? One can understand it as an awareness of being entangled in the world – in people, animals, and things – and a willing consent to consequences of this entanglement. Conrad speaks about it thus: “that remorseless fidelity to truth of his own sensations (...) for me is the whole Credo of the artist” and elsewhere he writes about “the fidelity to passing emotions which is perhaps a nearer approach to truth than any other philosophy of life”. This fidelity to one's own sensations and feelings as they are, changeable and unfinished, means also a consent to the limitations of one's existence and responsibility for what one says and does.

Thus Conrad wrote to his publisher Unwin in 1896 about his story: “I am not ashamed of it for all that. Bad or good I cannot be ashamed of what is produced in perfect single mindedness – I cannot be ashamed of those things that are like fragments of my innermost being produced for the public gaze”. Shame does not threaten anyone who is faithful to himself: to the fact that he is and that he cannot be – does not want to be – someone else.
Imperfection

The two poles Conrad strove to avoid in his writing, and which constantly haunt literary modernity, are moralising and aestheticism. “All claim to special righteousness awakens in me that scorn and anger from which a philosophical mind should be free” (A Personal Record: Some Reminiscences). “I have carried over that article of creed from the decks of ships to the more circumscribed space of my desk, and by that act, I suppose, I have become permanently imperfect in the eyes of the ineffable company of pure aesthetes” (Ibid.). Moral righteousness and  aestheticism do not allow for human weaknesses and do not permit imperfection. “The world is a dreary place and a prey to minor virtues. A dreary place – unless a fellow is a Willems of some kind (…) – without any moral – when he may discover some joviality or other at the bottom of his load of anguish. But that's a lottery; an illegal thing: the invention of the Devil” (a letter to E. Garnett, 1895).


Here the sense of the moral that notices common misery of the world stands up to moralising, which says: indeed, the world is miserable, but only “out there” and that is only because people do not obey the rules that we do obey. The purity of moralising and aestheticism is commonly uncommon, inhuman: it assumes a point of view immaculate from finiteness and hesitation, addiction and uncertainty. Moralists and aesthetes claim that they know a measure that describes life and behaviour of all and with which all should comply. That measure can be understood as a label, it can also be language. Both attitudes are based on exclusion: who does not observe the etiquette does not belong to the polite society, who uses an improper language does not have the right to be in the sacred space of art. Condemnation and disgust govern the inhuman attitude to the world and literature.

Navigating skilfully round these extremes, Conrad has gradually become one of the most important writers of ordinary human existence. He is interested in neither evaluating other people's conduct (perhaps because he felt himself  to be “miserable, morally beggared, bankrupt of courage”, as he wrote in one of his letters) nor perfecting the usage of words for their own sake.

What he really interests him is “the sincere rendering of his own deeper and more sympathetic emotions in the face of his belief in men and things”. There is no claim laid here to know how things really are. “The only indisputable truth of life is our ignorance”. Likewise in writing: “I writhe in doubt over every line. - I ask myself – is it right? - is it true? - do I feel it so? - do I express all my feeling? And I ask it at every sentence – I perspire in incertitude over every word!”. We do not know what meaning of life consists in, we do not know how to deal with it, we do not know what words to use to express it, but we cannot draw away from this since we are its part just as words that delude us are its part as well. The writer's task is to summon the serious audacity to “[record] the changes of human fate and the moments of human emotion, in the quiet backwaters or in the tumultuous open streams of existence” (Conrad's introduction to A Hugh Walpole Anthology).

That audacity, however, just as Marlow's numerous tales, does not lead to “any conclusion”, since in the world of sympathy and consent to transitoriness no conclusion is possible. Except for the one and only conclusion. About it, however, literature, so closely connected to life, remains silent, as it has to. “The offing was barred by a black bank of clouds, and the tranquil waterway leading to the uttermost ends of the earth flowed sombre under an overcast sky – seemed to lead into the heart of an immense darkness.”
Translated by Katarzyna Bazarnik

