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ART, LANGUAGE, AND INVISIBLE TRUTH

A REAPPRAISAL OF CONRAD'S PREFACE

Mark Stockdale, Monash University

Joseph Conrad's famous Preface to his third novel, The Nigger of the "Narcissus" , is probably the most
discussed of his "non-fictional" writings. Much Conrad criticism has long been divided over whether the
Preface's terms of seeing and visibility deserve the emphasis which they have sometimes been given in
reading the fiction, and whether this early, bold outline of a kind of aesthetic theory (the closest we come
to such in Conrad), is even applicable to what he achieved in his major works. Such arguments,
surprisingly, seem to ignore the fact that Conrad was a writer for whom it became increasingly

necessary, as his vision took shape, to render justice to the invisible . It is my contention here, however,
that this interest in invisibility may be detected already in the Preface's oft-cited passages, couched in
terms which parallel those of more strictly "theoretical" accounts given by Romanticism, Idealism,
Postmodernism and other "isms," which, while anathema to Conrad, align with his individual artistic
credo. In the Preface, Conrad writes, "art may be defined as a single-minded attempt to render the
highest kind of justice to the visible universe, by bringing to light the truth, manifold and one, underlying
its every aspect."[1] The stated premise that "truth" is something which can be brought to light by art is
one which implies that this truth is not an immediately apparent aspect of the visible universe, but
something which must be uncovered from beneath its changing phenomena. Conrad suggests that truth
is a hidden dimension of reality, whose visible phenomena constitute a surface which must be
penetrated in order to bring this hidden dimension to human awareness. Considerable critical attention
has been given to the nature and definition of Conrad's "truth" in the celebrated Preface. Ian Watt reads
the Preface as differentiating the artist's concern with "the inward contemplation of the general and
enduring nature of human experience" from "practical and contingent truths."[2] J. Hillis Miller writes that
"Conrad's truth is the exact opposite of precise images and events."[3] If truth is something "underlying"
or "inward" and the opposite of the visible, of the "aspects of matter and the facts of life," for Conrad this
truth is something which is also inseparable from the visible.

The part of the human personality which apprehends this truth is also hidden from view, and contained
within the outer, visible aspects of the personality. The artist appeals, Conrad writes, to "that part of our
nature which, because of the warlike conditions of existence, is necessarily kept out of sight within the
more resisting and hard qualities - like the vulnerable body in the steel armour." Descending within
himself, Conrad writes, the artist reaches a "lonely region of stress and strife," where, "if he be deserving
and fortunate, he finds the terms of his appeal." In the original manuscript of the Preface, Conrad had
crossed out the phrase "invisible lips dictate to him"[4] (the terms of his appeal) and replaced it with "he
finds," perhaps deciding to curb his Romantic language. The idea of both the inner Muse and of an
invisible part of the human subject which the artist attempts to contact is one which is inherent in
Romantic conceptions of poetry. Conrad's likening of the hidden part of our nature (to which art appeals)
to "the vulnerable body in the steel armour," necessarily hidden due to the "hazardous enterprise of
living," also evokes William Blake's picture of man in "The Marriage of Heaven and Hell" as only capable
of seeing things "thro' narrow chinks of his cavern," due to the suppression of that part of our nature
which apprehends the "infinite," which in turn derives from Plato's simile of the cave whose prisoners can
only see the shadows of moving figures in the outside world, and who mistakenly believe that these
constitute the "whole truth."[5] For Conrad, as for Blake, both that which art seeks to communicate and

that part of the mind or soul which it seeks to communicate with, are invisible, hidden. Yet vision is the
sense to which Conrad appeals above all others when he writes, "my task which I am trying to achieve is,

by the power of the written word, to make you hear, to make you feel - it is, before all, to make you see.
That - and no more, and it is everything."

How are we to be made to see, and what is the nature of this vision, and what will be revealed to it? If the
task at hand is the rendering of the visible universe, how is its reverse, what underlies it, to be shown to
that part of our nature which is "out of sight"? The Preface speaks of all art forms, privileging music

above the others (as do Walter Pater and Schopenhauer, both of whom Conrad had read)[6] but is



specifically aimed at justifying the art of fiction as a medium for bringing truth to light. It stresses that the
appeal of fiction, as of all the arts, "must be an impression conveyed through the senses," and thus that
the artistic search for truth must be enacted through the faithful and precise presentation of the visible

universe, that the way to hidden truth is through the visible. Vision, privileged among the senses as
music is among the arts, stands for Conrad as a kind of total "seeing" involving all the senses at once in
an experience of reality which encompasses both the visible surface of things and their hidden truth,
seeing through appearance to what Hillis Miller describes as "something different from any impression or
quality," the true reality which is invisible, "not colours or lights, but the darkness behind them."[7] Thus
the visible aspects of the "fragment" which Conrad speaks of rescuing from the "remorseless rush of
time," its "vibration, its colour, its form," are precisely the means whereby "the substance of its truth," its
"inspiring secret" are disclosed.

To speak of truth in this way in relation to the prose writer's art suggests a coincidence of fiction and
truth, two seemingly incompatible concepts. The question of their coincidence is one which arises in
ancient Greek philosophy. Cedric Watts has pointed out the way in which Conrad's Preface extends a
discourse engaged in by Plato and Aristotle concerning the capacity of the artist to bring truth to light.

Plato contends in The Republic that, compared with the visible phenomena it imitates, art takes us not
closer but one step further away from the realm of eternal Forms (or "truth"), while Aristotle argues that
art brings us nearer to truth by revealing "the general laws underlying particular appearances."[8]
Although, as Watts points out, Conrad's view is "basically Aristotelian" when these perspectives are
taken into account, there is a clear parallel between his "underlying truth" beyond visible phenomena
and Plato's Forms or Ideas which condition the perceptions of the senses and the concepts of the
reflective mind, but are unknowable in themselves.

Conrad's conviction that fiction and truth coincide seems to have been of a personal nature, and

remained consistent throughout his ongoing artistic project. When he writes in A Personal Record that
"only in men's imagination does every truth find an effective and undeniable existence,"[9] he explicitly
makes truth a function of the imagination, as though the "existence" of anything in the imagination could
somehow have more substance than that which is concretely visible. Later in the same text, he writes:
"what is a novel if not a conviction of our fellow men's existence strong enough to take upon itself a form
of imagined life clearer than reality?."[10] Here, imagination attains a greater clarity than "reality," through
the context of its presentation of fictional scenarios, the "accumulated verisimilitude of selected
episodes," whose selection is determined by the aim of bringing out the essential quality of life, of which
they are, ostensibly, an "imitation."

For Conrad, then, the novelist makes his attempt to access truth based on his power to negatively
transport the reader out of his situation in time and space by means of words. This experience of

transportation throws into relief the nature of language as a system of symbols which creates the reality it
describes rather than creating an impression of something real, a system whose referents are found in
the "real" world only in a quotidian sense alien to the essence of language. Literary texts force us to
acknowledge something intrinsic about language which is easily forgotten in its everyday usage - that the

words themselves are all that is present, and that what they signify is always an imaginary reality, and
therefore invisible, or only visible to the imagination. In works of literature, we may experience the
imaginary cut free from any false connection with a "truth" or "reality" which transcends it. Thus,
paradoxically, fiction becomes a more "authentic" possibility of approaching some unknown truth than
the "literal" use of language, but only through its negation of authenticity itself. Miller elaborates this
paradox in relation to Conrad's quest, outlined in his Preface, for artistic truth:

The separation from the daylight world involved in the act of writing, its forgetting of life in
order to penetrate into a realm which does not exist, is the only safe means of reaching truth.
Language faces two ways. Words are a sign of man's imprisonment within illusions, but the
language of fiction is the substance of a story which has no existence outside words. This
detachment of words from their utilitarian function as signs puts language in touch with the
unworded darkness.[11]

In his Preface, Conrad distinguishes between the work of the thinker or scientist and the creative work of
the artist, specifically literary activity. These two different workers, Conrad contends, make their appeal to
two different areas of the human psyche: the scientist to our intellect and commonsense, the artist to our
temperament, which can only be reached through the senses. While both seek "truths" which are
essential to life, the thinker is concerned with those aspects of life which are visible, measurable,
quantifiable, while the truth which the artist seeks is that of life's underlying darkness. Both the scientist



and the artist, then, make visible what is invisible in different ways. The medium through which they
make their respective appeals is language.

In his major work, Die Welt als Wille und Vorstellung, which Conrad had read in English translation (The

World as Will and Idea), Schopenhauer defines speech as "the necessary organ of man's reason"[12],
but remains sceptical about the relation of language to truth. For Schopenhauer, speech differentiates
human beings from animals, giving rise to "all that makes man's life so rich, artificial and terrible,"[13] in
that it allows humans to experience the consciousness of reflection, abstracted from the immediate world
of perceptions, which is made possible by the concept: "It is by the help of language alone that reason
accomplishes its most important achievements," through allowing man to store up his experiences, and
making possible the co-operation between individuals on a mass scale which constitutes civilisation.
Language is thus the means of "the communication of truth" but is also the organ of the imaginary, and
is thus accountable for "the spread of error, thoughts and poems, dogmas and superstitions," and a gift
to be regarded with suspicion.

Following Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, in "On Truth and Lying in a Non-Moral Sense,"[14] an early and
seminal piece written when the young philosopher was strongly influenced by Schopenhauer, outlines a
more radical scepticism toward language, which he sees as a complex structure of mendacious webs in
which human consciousness is ineluctably caught up. This structure allows science to build, like a bee
building its honeycomb, an "edifice of concepts" which is likened by Nietzsche to a Roman columbarium
in its function as "the burial site of perceptions," ordering "the whole empirical world, i.e. the
anthropomorphic world." Conrad wrote to H. G. Wells in 1903 that his writing was "the conversion of
nervous force into phrases." For Nietzsche, nervous force or stimulation underlies all language, which
represents the conversion of this force into something completely alien to the initial stimulus: "what is a
word? The copy of a nerve stimulation in sounds … The stimulation of a nerve is first translated into an
image: first metaphor! The image is then imitated by a sound - second metaphor! And each time there is
a complete leap from one sphere into the heart of another, new sphere."[15] Once it enters into
language, the realm of simulation and lies,"truth" becomes something fabricated, a rumour which gains
momentum through its accumulative effect over the course of time:

What, then, is truth? A mobile army of metaphors, metonymies, anthropomorphisms - in
short, a sum of human relations, which have been subjected to poetic and rhetorical
intensification, translation and decoration, and which, after they have been in use for a long
time, strike a people as firmly established, canonical, and binding; truths are illusions of
which we have forgotten that they are illusions; metaphors which have become worn out by
frequent use and have lost all sensuous vigour; coins which, having lost their stamp are now
regarded as metal, and no longer as coins.[16]

This picture of language as an "army of metaphors" whose function is reduced to a monotonous
exchange of currency is strikingly similar to the one evoked by Conrad in his Preface when defining the
magic which he sees as having to be worked upon language by the writer in order to use it to bring truth
to light:

It is only through complete, unswerving devotion to the perfect blending of form and
substance; it is only through an unremitting, never-discouraged care for the shape and ring of
sentences that an approach can be made to plasticity, to colour; and the light of magic
suggestiveness may be brought to play for an evanescent instant over the commonplace
surface of words: of old, old words, worn thin, defaced by ages of careless usage. (xlix)

Here the sceptical view of language which we see in Schopenhauer and Nietzsche is similarly
acknowledged, but seen as something which written literature has the capacity to overcome. The
discourse of literature is seen as aspiring beyond the "defaced" language of the commonplace, and
fiction becomes elevated above the literal use of language. The "evanescent instant" in which
commonplace language is overcome is very close to the ideal of Romantic poetry; comparable to the
moment in which, for Blake, the "doors of perception" are cleansed, or those moments in Wordsworth's
poetry in which his friend Coleridge finds genius manifested through the atmospheric suffusion of "forms,
incidents and situations which, for the common view, custom had bedimmed all the lustre, had dried up
the sparkle and the dew-drops," a moment in which these are imbued with the "child's sense of wonder,"
awakening a "freshness of sensation which is the constant accompaniment of mental health no less than
of bodily convalescence."[17]



This Romantic notion re-emerges both in Conrad's Preface and later in the Russian Formalist critic Viktor

Shklovsky's theory of ostranenie, a process of estrangement or defamiliarisation through which art
becomes a means of freeing perception from the repetitive, habitual activities which make it
"automatized" and unconscious. Shklovsky writes, "the purpose of art … is to lead us to a knowledge of
a thing through the organ of sight instead of recognition."[18] In Fredric Jameson's words, this is "a way
of restoring conscious experience, of breaking through deadening and mechanical habits … and
allowing us to be reborn to the world in its existential freshness and horror."[19] Shklovsky sees Tolstoy

as an exemplar of defamiliarising techniques, but also points out that ostranenie may be found "wherever
there is an image." For Jameson, who finds examples in texts as diverse as La Bruyeré, Swift, Proust,
and Sartre, the idea of art as "a renewal of perception" can be found "in one version or another
everywhere in modern art and modern aesthetics and is at one with the primacy of the new itself."[20] In
Jameson's view, Shklovsky's theory bypasses such distinctions as the one made by Conrad between the
appeals of the artist and the scientist, "the endless and rather futile debates on the relative value of art
and science."[21]

While the parallels between both the sceptical and Romantic views of language found in other writers
and philosophers are clear, Conrad disavows allegiance to any of the "temporary formulas" of art in his
Preface: "they all: Realism, Romanticism, Naturalism, even the unofficial sentimentalism … all these
gods must, after a short period of fellowship, abandon him - even on the very threshold of the temple - to
the stammerings of his conscience of the difficulties of his work" (l). Watt and others have noted
Conrad's consistent hostility to theories and systems, apparent in this and other statements in later
writings, and in the style of the Preface itself. In a comment which points more toward Nietzsche's view of
truth seen in the passage above (and of the scientific "columbarium" in which perceptions are laid to
rest) than to the "truth" of the Preface, Conrad wrote in a letter to his friend Edward Garnett that "theory
is a cold and lying tombstone of departed truth. (For truth is no more immortal than any other delusion)."
[22] In 1905 he called the "literary formulas" referred to in the Preface a kind of "intellectual cowardice,"
[23] and in a 1918 letter to the critic Barrett H. Clark, wrote that he had nothing to say about the
"Symbolist School of poets or prose writers" as he was "concerned with something much larger." [24]

It must also be noted, however, in discussing Conrad's aim of imbuing language with a "magic
suggestiveness," that affinities with the Symbolist "movement" may be detected in the Preface and the

whole of his oeuvre, and have been discussed by critics including Watt, Donald C. Yelton, and Martin
Ray: the last finds "the presence of Mallarmé and Rimbaud behind the first draft of Conrad's
Preface."[25] Yelton writes that although Conrad was "all but isolated from any first-hand literary
influences," he "betrays the most striking congruence with the Symbolists in his aesthetic theory and his
professed artistic goals."[26] He points out that Conrad's aim of bringing a similar magic suggestiveness
to that found in music to play over commonplace words bears a striking similarity to Baudelaire's

definition of poetry as "magisme, sorcellerie, evocatrice" (50). In the poet's Journaux Intimes, we find the
note "Of language and writing considered as magical operations, evocatory magic,"[27] and a short
space below: "In certain semi-supernatural conditions of the spirit, the whole depths of life are revealed
within the scene - however commonplace - which one has before one's eyes. This becomes its symbol."
The moment being described here is not part of a creative or artistic process, but of a directly felt and
ineffable process of consciousness, linked, in Baudelaire's musings, with written literature by the phrase
which precedes it. The immediate field of visibility as experienced by the human subject becomes
symbolic of the invisible "depths of life." Although Conrad set himself apart from writers who place the
"strain of the Supernatural" on their work, seeking to go "beyond the confines of the world of the living,
suffering humanity"[28] which he takes as his subject, he would perhaps not take exception to the term
"surnaturel"(taken to mean something not entirely synonymous with "supernatural" in its interesting
translation by Christopher Isherwood as "semi-supernatural"): he writes in the same passage that the
world of the living contains "marvels and mysteries acting upon our emotions and intelligence in ways so
inexplicable that it would justify the conception of life as an enchanted state," suggesting a "magic" of a
different order to that of the supernatural.

Baudelaire brings together the visible surface and the invisible depths ("la profondeur de la vie") which
are not a realm alien to life but its very essence, exemplifying a meeting of contraries which is seen by
Yelton as central also to Conrad's project. He finds the presence of two artistic impulses in Conrad,
"toward a clear rendering of surfaces and toward an evocation of "depths" which are "not incompatible."
[29] He also finds in Conrad's imagery "an intent and operancy that transcend the account of the
function of sensuous imagery offered (in the preface)" which gives equal importance to the metaphysical
and the immediately visible, always approaching the former, however, through a visible surface which is
"firm, authentically realized, and materially dense" [30] : "By scrupulous attention to the surface he



fashioned a medium - translucent rather than transparent - through which the "inner truths," the
subsurface intimations, are refracted." [31] Such a technique makes prose imitate the Baudelairean
symbol. Conrad's only comments on the symbolic function of language are found in the Clark letter of
1918, in which he differentiates his art from that of the Symbolist School. There he writes that the
symbolic character of art lies in the fact that a work of art is "very seldom limited to one exclusive
meaning and not necessarily tending to a definite conclusion." [32] This comment consolidates the point
of view expressed in the Preface 22 years earlier that the aim of art, "which like life itself, is inspiring,
difficult - obscured by mists … is not in the clear logic of a triumphant conclusion"(l). However, Conrad is
very close to Baudelaire in a comment which he wrote in an 1898 letter to Ford Madox Ford, speaking of

his struggles with The Rescue , and again speaking of magic: "How fine it could be if the thought did not
escape - if the expression did not hide underground, if the idea had a substance and words a magic
power, if the invisible could be snared into a shape." [33] This is comparable with both the "surnaturel"
moment described above and the model of language outlined in the following passage from the preface

to Baudelaire's Spleen de Paris (1862); it is a new form of prose imagined, as Conrad will imagine such a
language in his later Preface, as having the quality of music, the "art of arts":

Who amongst us has not dreamt, in his ambitious moments, of poetical prose which was at
the same time musical, but without rhyme or rhythm, yet supple and distinct enough to adapt
itself to the movements of the soul, to the meanderings of reverie, and to the sudden starts of
consciousness?[34]

This musical prose would seek to transform language into a direct representation of the experience of the
subject as it occurs on all levels, attuned to the dynamic nuances of sensation and reflection. While the
suggestion of a fusion between music and writing is an idea peculiar to Baudelaire and Conrad, the idea
of music as an objectification of pure feeling was given wide currency in Conrad's time through its
explication by Schopenhauer. Watts notes that Walter Pater's notion, taken from Schopenhauer, that "all
art constantly aspires towards the condition of music" had become an "aesthetic commonplace" by the
1890s.[35] Watt notes that Conrad may have come across the idea in his reading of either one.

For Schopenhauer, music is "understood … in (man's) inmost consciousness as a perfectly universal
language"[36] which is a direct objectification of the will where the other arts are copies of the Platonic
Ideas. It is the "language of feeling and of passion,"[37] where words are the language of reason, and
language is the conduit of "that invisible yet actively moved spirit-world which speaks to us directly."[38]

Of Rossini's music, he writes that it "speaks its own language so distinctly and purely that it requires no
words."[39] The language which music speaks is alien to that spoken by words:

All possible efforts, excitements, and manifestations of will, all that goes on in the heart of
man and reason includes in the wide, negative concept of feeling, may be expressed by the
infinite number of melodies, but always in the universal, in the mere form, without the
material, always according to the thing-in-itself, not the phenomenon, the inmost soul, as it
were, of the phenomenon, without the body.[40]

The Schopenhauerian model of music makes of it the supreme artistic medium for aesthetic
contemplation which Schopenhauer saw as man's most effective means of detaching himself from
slavery to the will, from the impermanence and chaos of the phenomenal world, and of coming closer to

the "primordial unity" of things. In an earlier section of The World as Will and Idea, Schopenhauer
elaborates his view of the status of all art as a medium for contemplation of the Platonic Ideas, which are
the "direct and adequate objectification of the thing in-itself, the will."[41] This section suggests the most
striking parallels with Conrad's Preface, in which the same Platonic distinctions are extended and used
to define the task of literature. Schopenhauer writes that art "repeats or reproduces the eternal Ideas
grasped through pure contemplation, the essential and abiding in all the phenomena of the world; and
according to what the material is in which it reproduces, it is sculpture or painting, poetry or music."[42]
Conrad writes:

art itself may be defined as a single-minded attempt to render the highest kind of justice to
the visible universe, by bringing to light the truth, manifold and one, underlying its every
aspect. It is an attempt to find in its forms, in its colours, in its light, in its shadows, in the
aspects of matter and the facts of life, what of each is fundamental, what is enduring and
essential … All art … appeals primarily to the senses, if its high desire is to reach the secret
spring of responsive emotions. It must strenuously aspire to the plasticity of sculpture, to the
colour of painting, and to the magic suggestiveness of music. (xlvii)



Paul Kirschner has noted an additional parallel between Schopenhauer's statement, in the same section,
that art "plucks the object of its contemplation out of the stream of the world's course" and makes it
"representative of the whole, an equivalent of the endless multitude in space and time," and Conrad's
rescue-work of snatching a "fragment," "a passing phase of life" from the "remorseless rush of time," to
hold it up "before all eyes in the light of a sincere mood."[43]

Both Schopenhauer and Conrad arrive at their definition of art by differentiating it from science.
Schopenhauer outlines two different methods of viewing things, which he calls the rational method and
the method of genius,"horizontal" and "vertical" approaches which he finds, respectively, in Aristotle and
Plato. For Conrad, the artist and the scientist seek the truth in different ways. The thinker plunges into
ideas, the scientist into facts, speaking to our commonsense and intelligence, while the artist speaks to
"our capacity for delight and wonder, to the sense of mystery surrounding our lives." The two approaches
correspond, as was stated earlier, to two different kinds of discourse. Frederick R. Karl draws attention to

a letter Conrad wrote in 1913 in which he declares "Art for me is an end in itself" and that, in its

independence of the necessity to reach a conclusion, that it is "superior to science, in so far that it calls
on us with authority to behold! To feel! whereas science at best can only tell us - it seems so!"[44] Karl
notes that both the Preface and this letter suggest the same kind of distinction as that drawn by
Stéphane Mallarmé in 1886 in his "Crise de vers" between "essential" language and "raw" or "immediate"
language. Karl writes:

Mallarmé distinguished between two kinds of speech, "immediate" and "essential." The first
is… what we assign to the "scientific" aspect of language for purposes of communication …
Mallarmé saw the second kind of speech as an abstraction or purification of language, away
from its function to communicate to its more primary or essential quality as the "idea" of
language. As an example, when a poet speaks of flowers, he means an idea of flowers that
he does not find in a bunch or a bouquet.[45]

For the novelist, as for the poet, this "idea" of language becomes the "referent" of the imaginary universe
which literature creates. This literary diversion of language from its function of transmitting information
distinguishes literary language not only from the discourse of science and reason, but from the whole
routine order of speech, or its everyday, quotidian usage, which, for Nietzsche, results in language
becoming worn out and devoid of sensuous power, like "coins which have lost their pictures." Yelton
highlights this point when he cites Mallarmé's 1886 Foreword to René Ghil's "The Treaty of the Verb" (to
which Karl also alludes with his reference to flowers) in relation to Conrad's conviction of the value of
"suggestiveness" over "explicitness" in art.[46]"I say: a flower! and outside the oblivion to which my voice
relegates any shape, insofar as it is something other than a calyx, there arises musically, as the very idea
and delicate, the one absent from every bouquet."[47] Mallarmé's flower is, like the Platonic Idea, a "pure
notion." Raw language takes possession of things by naming them, so that, in Mallarmé's words, a "fact
of nature" is "transposed" into its "almost complete and vibratory disappearance," or its "resonant near
disappearance."[48] According to the play of the word, though, the poet summons an idea which is
outside this process and which is absent from any concrete, particular flower which may appear in the
visible universe. However, literary language goes still further than this. When Mallarmé says "a flower,"
not only does the visible fact of nature disappear, but so does the poet's idea, the pure notion itself, the
abstracted, purified flower which he attempts to make visible. How is the writer to do "the highest kind of
justice to the visible universe"(xlvii) when language itself forms the calyx in which the flower hides?
Conrad's artistic project, as outlined in his Preface, may be further analysed by considering Maurice
Blanchot's reading, in his essay "Literature and the Right to Death," of Mallarmé's division between the
two kinds of language in the context of Hegelian negation, which was the way in which Mallarmé himself
understood language as negativity.[49] Blanchot writes his own version of Mallarme's sentence:

I say a flower! But in the absence where I mention it, through the oblivion to which I relegate
the image it gives me, in the depths of this heavy word, itself looming up like an unknown
thing, I passionately summon the darkness of this flower, I summon this perfume that passes
through me though I do not breathe it, this dust that impregnates me though I do not see it,
this colour which is a trace and not light.[50]

For Blanchot, as for Hillis Miller in the passage from Poets of Reality cited earlier, language faces two
ways. Immediate or "everyday" language changes a thing into its absence but represses the fact that it
has done so, still calling "a cat a cat, as if the living cat and its name were identical, as if it were not true
that when we name the cat we retain nothing of it but its absence, what it is not."[51] However, "the cat



itself comes to life again fully and certainly in the form of its idea."[52] For Blanchot, everyday language
derives its "value" and "pride" from the achievement of this negation, which "cannot be created out of
anything but the reality of what it is negating." Nietzsche makes the same point about how language

forms concepts in "On Truth and Lying in a Non-Moral Sense," writing that it does so by "making
equivalent that which is non-equivalent." He provides the example of a leaf: the concept "leaf" negates
every individual leaf, of which one is never the same as another, by denying individual differences and
giving rise to the notion of a kind of "primal form" of the leaf.[53]

For Blanchot, literary language, on the other hand, poses the question of what was lost, or has
disappeared, in the process of the negation, and thus becomes a "search for the moment which
precedes literature."[54] It exposes and exemplifies a double absence which is forgotten when we call a
cat a cat: "Every time we speak," Blanchot writes, "we make words into monsters with two faces, one
being reality, physical presence, and the other meaning, ideal absence."[55] Written literature cannot
help but be part of the world of appearance, of material presence, and it knows that what it points to
cannot be made present in the same way but remains hidden, in the dark. It summons this darkness of
the word, the reality of what the word negates beyond literature's self-conscious acknowledgement of
this very negation.

Blanchot further divides the language of literature into two "slopes" which are inseparable in any given
text. Roughly, these are a concern for the whole of reality beyond what language has the capacity to
make visible at a given moment - in the moment of its presentation, for instance, of the Conradian
"rescued fragment" - and a concern for nothingness, for the emptiness inherent in language. The first of
these is equated by Blanchot with the "imaginary." For Blanchot, the imaginary is the tendency in
literature which allows it to step aside from the fragmented world and from the processes of history,
recognising that words negate what they name but attempting to take hold of the ungraspable movement
of this negation, in order to overcome or "exhaust" it.

In the Romantic rhetoric of his Preface, Conrad situates himself on the first slope, proposing that
language and writing can be employed as a means of approaching a wholeness which transcends the
solipsistic experience of any given human individual, a wholeness in which all human beings are bound
together and humanity is bound to the rest of the universe, and adopting the point of view of this
imaginary whole. The artist, he writes:

speaks to our capacity for delight and wonder, to the sense of mystery surrounding our lives;
to our sense of pity, and beauty, and pain; to the latent feeling of fellowship with all creation -
and to the subtle but invincible, conviction of solidarity that knits together the loneliness of
innumerable hearts: to the solidarity in dreams, in joy, in sorrow, in aspirations, in illusions, in
hope, in fear, which binds men to each other, which binds together all humanity - the dead to
the living and the living to the unborn. (xlvii)

The successful achievement of this is, for many of his readers, the most striking aspect of Conrad's work.
In 1898, his friend, the critic Edward Garnett wrote:

The quality of Mr. Conrad's art is in his faculty of making us perceive men's lives in their
natural relation to the seen universe around them; his men are a part of the great world of
nature, and the sea, land and sky around them are not drawn as a mere background … This
faculty of seeing man's life in relation to the seen and the unseen forces of nature it is that
gives Mr. Conrad's art its extreme delicacy and breadth of vision.[56]

In 1995, William S. Burroughs, a writer who acknowledged his debt to Conrad, notes the same feature of
Conrad's technique:

Conrad establishes a meaningful relation between man and the surrounding elements - cities,
jungles, rivers, and people - that science categorically denies. However, this relationship is
tenuous and must constantly be re-created. What he brings to the page is creative
observation.[57]

This meaningful relation between humanity and the visible universe is presented through a fabricated
perspective in which the seen and the unseen are the products of words. Paradoxically, Conrad's quest

to do justice to the visible universe is embarked upon through the creation of a fictional universe, his
fidelity is to a realm where nothing is true and everything is permitted, where words refer only to



themselves. Because fiction is his medium, Conrad ineluctably finds himself on Blanchot's second slope,
on which literature "sympathises with darkness," folding back on itself to preserve the negation of both
thing and idea, refusing to signify or to represent the ideal absence which is meaning, so that language

becomes "an interminable resifting of words."[58] . It is this invisibility, that of language's double
negativity, which underlies any attempt to approach truth through the fictional rendering of the visible,
whether this takes the form of the visible scene reflecting the observing consciousness (Baudelaire's
symbol) or the abstraction of visible things as the pure notion (Mallarmé's flower), both of which will be
found in Conrad's work. This invisibility must be distinguished from the Platonic version of the invisible
seen in the "underlying truth" of Conrad's Preface, which we find also in his philosophical predecessor,
Schopenhauer. This underlying truth must always be considered in relation to the truth which Conrad
also speaks of as having an "effective and undeniable existence" only in the human imagination.
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