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CONRAD'S HEART OF DARKNESS
by Rita A. Bergenholtz, University of South Florida
Much recent criticism has focused upon the role that women play in Joseph Conrad's HEART OF DARKNESS. For some critics, the work is anti-feminist, and both Marlow and Conrad are guilty of sexism.(1) For others, it is not clear "whether or not HEART OF DARKNESS is a critique of male heroism or is in complex complicity with it...."(2) But as Jeremy Hawthorn has noted, many critics have simply "ignore[d] the fact that it is Marlow rather than Conrad who argues that women should be kept in that `world of their own'..." [191]. Although a great deal of critical attention has been focused upon the three "main" women in the novella--the Intended, the African woman, and Marlow's aunt--far too little attention has been paid to the "Two women, one fat and the other slim," who "[sit] on straw-bottomed chairs, knitting black wool" in the waiting room of the Company's Brussels office.(3) A closer look at these two women will not only lend support to Hawthorn's argument that Marlow's attitude toward women is quite different from Conrad's, but it will also put Marlow's role into sharper focus and highlight Conrad's subtle sense of humor:

In the outer room the two women knitted black wool

feverishly. People were arriving, and the younger one was

walking back and forth introducing them. The old one sat on

her chair. Her flat cloth slippers were propped up on a

foot-warmer, and a cat reposed on her lap. She wore a

starched white affair on her head, had a wart on one cheek,

and silver-rimmed spectacles hung on the tip of her nose.

She glanced at me above the glasses. The swift and

indifferent placidity of that look troubled me. Two youths

with foolish and cheery countenances were being piloted

over, and she threw at them the same quick glance of

unconcerned wisdom. She seemed to know all about them and

about me too. An eerie feeling came over me. She seemed

uncanny and fateful. Often far away there I thought of these

two, guarding the door of Darkness, knitting black wool as

for a warm pall, one introducing, introducing continuously

to the unknown, the other scrutinising the cheery and

foolish faces with unconcerned old eyes. Ave! Old Knitter of

black wool. Morituri te salutant. Not many of those she

looked at ever saw her again--not half, by a long way.[14]
The manner in which Marlow introduces these two women is significant, for it alerts us to the fact that in order to deal with people, places, and things Marlow must transform them into abstractions or symbols. Obviously, he does this later to the Intended, who becomes for him the symbol of the feminine soul, and to the African woman, who becomes the symbol of the fecund female body. In fact, Marlow's symbol-making propensities know no bounds, as we later recognize when he claims that even the shrunken heads that "decorate" Kurtz's house are symbols--of what he never bothers to mention. But Marlow's hyperbolic, mythologizing tendencies are nowhere more evident than in his portrayal of the two knitting women. For not only does his description conjure up visions of wicked witches with warts, but, as Johanna M. Smith remarks, Marlow positively "loads the knitters with images from classical and Christian mythology," so that his description tumbles over from the sublime into the pathetic [186].

As Smith observes, although there are only two women, Marlow's "insistence on their knitting serves to link them with the three Fates of Greek and Roman myth, who control human destiny by spinning, measuring, and snipping the thread of life" [187]. Although Marlow may be unaware of this allusion to the Fates, Conrad certainly is not. Why, we must then ask, does Conrad include only two of the three women? Frederick R. Karl suggests that the "presence of a third (Atropos, who cuts the thread) would indicate [Marlow's] imminent death" [132]. Another possible explanation is that Conrad intends for us to view Marlow himself as the missing mythological figure. Just as Kurtz would be disturbed by the idea that Marlow thinks of him as an "enchanted princess" [44], the macho Marlow would certainly be "horrified" by the idea of being relegated to such a feminine role, despite the fact that it is a very powerful one.

Nevertheless, Conrad provides several details in the text that serve to connect Marlow with the two women, the most obvious being that they are literally knitting yarn while Marlow is metaphorically spinning a yarn. That is to say, they are busy working while he is busy discoursing. In fact, the frame narrator makes a point of referring to Marlow's discourse as a "yarn," a nautical expression that became quite fashionable in the nineteenth century [9]. Additionally, while the Fates were said to be able to determine the outcome of each individual's life, in HEART OF DARKNESS it is Marlow who determines the fate of both Kurtz and his Intended. Thus, while the two women in the Company's office may represent Clotho and Lachesis (one spinning and the other measuring), Marlow may best be seen as Atropos, the Fate who is responsible for cutting the thread, which brings closure to an individual's life.

Continuously mixing his myths, Marlow next connects the younger woman who is "introducing continuously to the unknown," with the mythological figure Charon, the ferryman of the dead who pilots spirits across the river Styx into Hades [14]. Assuredly, Marlow would prefer to relinquish such a morbid task to a woman, but Conrad clearly wants the reader to acknowledge that Marlow performs a similar piloting function for Kurtz, as they travel down the Congo toward what we might describe as a hellish "civilization":

The long reaches that were like one and the same reach,

monotonous bends that were exactly alike, slipped past the

steamer with their multitude of secular trees looking

patiently after this grimy fragment of another world, the

forerunner of change, of conquest, of trade, of massacres,

of blessings. I looked ahead--piloting.[67]
But Marlow's final thoughts about the old knitter are perhaps the most revealing as well as the most comical: "Ave! Old Knitter of black wool. Morituri te salutant. Not many of those she looked at ever saw her again..." [14]. Certainly such exalted rhetoric is absurdly out of place when we consider that it is directed toward a grandmotherly woman who wears a "starched white affair" on her head [14]. Similarly, the suggestion that somehow this woman is really a demon who has hexed the young fools who have had the misfortune of passing under her devilishly scrutinizing glare is ridiculous. It is as ridiculous as the idea that Marlow is some sort of heroic gladiator. However, the comic incongruity of this passage should not distract us from the fact that Marlow has revised the famous words spoken by Roman gladiators about to engage in mortal battle: "Ave, Caesar, morituri te salutant," or "Hail, Caesar, those who are about to die salute you!"

First, it is significant that Marlow selects this variation of the expression, rather than the equally common, "Ave, Caesar, morituri te salutamus," or "Hail, Caesar, we who are about to die salute you!" Apparently, Marlow chooses to ignore his connection to the other "fools" who travel into the heart of darkness. More to the present point, he also ignores his relationship to the women who see these fools off, these "gladiators" who, as Karl notes, "die in the jungle for the glory of empire" [132]. The critics who accuse Conrad of being an anti-feminist have evidently overlooked the fact that while Marlow intends to persuade us that he is a valiant warrior--not unlike the Roman explorers he cites at the outset of his tale, men who were "men enough to face the darkness" [10]--Conrad implies that he is just one of the girls. The final irony is that Marlow attempts to associate the two knitters with death and funeral palls, but it is he who is obsessed with closure. Indeed, as Mark A. Wollaeger has noted, Marlow's controversial lie to the Intended may be viewed as an attempt to "impos[e] the false closure of popular romance on a radically inconclusive story..." [76].
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NOTES

1. For a sampling of critics who suspect Conrad (as well as Marlow) of anti-feminism, see Cox 163, Hyland 4, and Meyer 174, 232.

2. Straus 125. Singh 277-78 also argues that it is difficult (at times impossible) to determine which ideas and attitudes Conrad shares with Marlow.

3. Joseph Conrad, HEART OF DARKNESS: A NORTON CRITICAL EDITION, ed. Robert Kimbrough, 3rd ed. (1902; New York: Norton, 1988) 13. All subsequent citations are to this edition.

* * *

WORKS CITED

Conrad, Joseph. HEART OF DARKNESS: A NORTON CRITICAL EDITION. 1902. Ed. Robert Kimbrough. 3rd ed. New York: Norton, 1988.

Cox, C.B. JOSEPH CONRAD: THE MODERN IMAGINATION. London: Dent, 1974.

Hawthorn, Jeremy. JOSEPH CONRAD: NARRATIVE TECHNIQUE AND IDEOLOGICAL COMMITMENT. London: Edward Arnold, 1990.

Hyland, Peter. "The Little Women in the HEART OF DARKNESS." CONRADIANA 20.1 (1988): 3-11.

Karl, Frederick R. "Introduction to the DANSE MACABRE: Conrad's HEART OF DARKNESS." HEART OF DARKNESS: A CASE STUDY IN CONTEMPORARY CRITICISM. Ed. Ross C. Murfin. New York: St. Martin's Press, 1989. 123-38.

Meyer, Bernard C. JOSEPH CONRAD: A PSYCHOANALYTIC BIOGRAPHY. Princeton: Princeton UP, 1967.

Singh, Frances B. "The Colonialistic Bias of HEART OF DARKNESS." CONRADIANA 10 (1978): 41-54. Rpt. in HEART OF DARKNESS: A NORTON CRITICAL EDITION. Ed. Robert Kimbrough. 3rd ed. New York: Norton, 1988. 268-80.

Smith, Johanna M. "`Too Beautiful Altogether': Patriarchal Ideology in HEART OF DARKNESS." HEART OF DARKNESS: A CASE STUDY IN CONTEMPORARY CRITICISM. Ed. Ross C. Murfin. New York: St. Martin's Press, 1989. 179-98.

Straus, Nina Pelikan. "The Exclusion of the Intended from Secret Sharing in Conrad's HEART OF DARKNESS." NOVEL: A FORUM ON FICTION 20.2 (1987): 123-37.

Wollaeger, Mark A. JOSEPH CONRAD AND THE FICTIONS OF SKEPTICISM. Stanford, Calif.: Stanford UP, 1990.

