
Notes for Chapter 4 
 

1. The science of chaos (non-linear systems) has suggested several useful terms and analogies 
for this study. I had been struggling clumsily for some time with finding language for the 
ideas that were emerging from this study of allegory before I realized the utility of the 
patterns and behaviors and terminology being generated by the scientific study of 
seemingly irregular and “indescribable” physical systems. For a good general introduction to 
the whole field, see Gleick, Chaos: Making A New Science (Viking Press: New York, 1987). 
 

2. Carolynn Van Dyke, in The Fiction of Truth: Structures of Meaning in Narrative and Dramatic 
Allegory (Cornell University Press, 1985), argues for a totally different version of the Other, 
and consequently for a completely different view of allegory, than the one I am presenting 
here. 

It follows that allegory as exemplified by the Psychomachia is indeed “other-speech,” 
but not in the sense of the rhetoricians’ alieniloquium. “Otherness” aptly designates 
the relationship not between words and meaning but between elements of the 
poem’s implicit code. Out of context, the subjects and predicates of the narrative 
propositions seem alien to each other – respectively timeless and timebound, 
realistic and mimetic, native on one hand to philosophical discourse and on the 
other to literary narrative. We imagine the Psychomachia as the child of Christian 
doctrine and Virgilian epic. I postulate that nonnarrative allegories are based on 
similar conjunctions of disparate elements. In descriptive allegory, intelligible 
subjects receive sensory descriptions; lyric becomes allegorical when ideas are 
apostrophized or otherwise evoked. In each case a localizing medium is opened to 
the timeless and the general. In short, the “pure allegory” of the Psychomachia is 
realistic narrative, or narrative whose agents are universals, and literary allegory in 
general is the set of genres that are based on the synthesis of deictic or nondeictic 
generic codes.” (Fiction of Truth, 40). 

To such argumentation I would of course respond that, no matter how thin you slice it, it’s 
still personification. 
 

3. See Language of Allegory, 97-155 and passim. The concept behind it is a key one for 
allegory, and it is about the nature of this “pretext” that I differ most strongly from Maureen 
Quilligan’s theses. This will be discussed below. 
 

4.  In a contemporary text, and on a much smaller scale, Paul Auster so uses Poe’s story. 
“William Wilson” as a pervasive analogue or frame or referent and also invokes it explicitly 
at specific times in his novel City of Glass. e also, in that novel, employs several other 
specific literary referents as well as the general frame and expectations of the detective 
story as it has developed in English from Poe onward. Such multiplex usages result in a story 
remarkably dense and complex for its brief length: indeed, City of Glass verges on allegory. 
The same thing can be said, for very similar reasons, of J.M. Coetzee’s short noel Foe, which 
employs elements of Daniel Defoe’s biography and fictions – Robinson Crusoe, Moll 
Flanders, Roxana – plus a (Defoe-inspired) motif of doubling to generate unusual 
complexities within a brief compass. On a larger scale, The Odyssey over-informs Pynchon’s 
Vineland and turns it into some sort of complex American answer to Ulysses. 
 



5. “Many other scientists began to apply the formalisms of chaos to research in artificial 
intelligence. The dynamics of systems wandering between basins of attraction, for example, 
appealed to those looking for a way to model symbols and memories. A physicist thinking of 
ideas as regions with fuzzy boundaries, separate yet overlapping, pulling like magnets and 
yet letting go, would naturally turn to the image of a phase space with ‘basins of attraction.’ 
Such models seemed to have the right features: points of stability mixed with instability, 
and regions with changeable boundaries. Their fractal structure offered the kind of infinitely 
self-referential quality that seems so central to the mind’s ability to bloom with ideas, 
decisions, emotions, and all the other artifacts of consciousness. With or without chaos, 
serious cognitive scientists can no longer model the mind as a static structure. They 
recognize a hierarchy of scales, from neuron upward, providing an opportunity for the 
interplay of microscale and macroscale so characteristic of fluid turbulence and other 
complex dynamical processes.” Gleick, Chaos, 299. 
 

6. Critics have worked this territory for some time, and I have drawn throughout this 
discussion on their data though not too often on their conclusions. See for instance Thomas 
R. Cleary and Terry G. Sherwood: “Women in Conrad’s Ironical “Epic: Virgil, Dante, and 
Heart of Darkness,” Conradiana 16 (1984), 183-94; Robert O. Evans, “Conrad’s Underworld,” 
Modern Fiction Studies 2 (1956), 56-62; Lillian Feder, “Marlow’s Descent to Hell,” 
Nineteenth-Century Fiction 9 (1955), 280-92; James Guetti, The Limits of Metaphor: Melville, 
Conrad, and Faulkner (Cornell University Press, Ithaca, 1967); Stewart C. Wilcox, “Conrad’s 
‘Complicated Presentations’ of Symbolic Imagery,” Philological Quarterly 39 (1960), 1-17. 
Other critics have suggested other referential areas – most provocatively (to my mind at 
least) the legends of the death of Alexander the Great, one of the first western “enlightened 
empire-builders,” but also the grail quest, the inner or psychological journey to self 
knowledge, the actual facts of European colonialism, Conrad’s own experiences in the 
Congo. Without in any way wishing to deny the validity and/or utility of any of these (or 
others I haven’t named here), I intend to focus my discussion of Heart of Darkness on its 
exploitation of The Aeneid and Commedia, which will furnish more than enough material for 
my purposes and more than enough complications for any reader’s taste. The fact that 
these other referential areas – or at least some of them – can also be simultaneously 
operative in Conrad’s text should begin to indicate the density of signification that an 
allegorical work can achieve. 
 

7.  In the discussion that follows, I am going to give my primary attention to the roles of these 
two literary progenitors in the generation of meaning in Conrad’s tale. I want to make clear, 
however, that this does not mean that I am seeing The Aeneid or Commedia as the exclusive 
sources of Heart of Darkness’s meaning. Far from it, in fact: by itself, the logic of the theory 
of allegory I am trying to communicate would predispose me to eliminate no readings of the 
tale save those that are patently false to its facts. True allegory demands multiple meanings, 
and I would be false to my own arguments to adopt anything like an exclusivist position 
here or with regard to any other allegorical text. The only things a critic of allegory can 
legitimately be exclusivist or dogmatic about are the literal statements of the text, the bare 
littera as Dante understood it. 
 

8. Here is the parallel Virgilian episode, in Allen Mandelbaum’s translation: 
[Aeneas and Sybil] moved in darkness, through the shadows...  



even as those who journey in a forest  
beneath the scanty light of a changing moon....  
before the entrance, at the jaws of Orcus,  
both Grief and goading Cares have set their couches;  
there pale Diseases dwell, and sad Old Age,  
and Fear and Hunger, that worst counsellor,  
and ugly Poverty – shapes terrible 
to see – and death and Trials.... 
Among them stands a giant shaded elm, 
a tree with spreading boughs and aged arms;  
they say that is the home of empty Dreams  
that cling, below, to every leaf. And more,  
so many monstrous shapes of savage beasts  
are stabled there.... 
And here Aeneas, shaken suddenly 
by terror, grips his sword; he offers naked  
steel and opposes those who come. Had not  
his wise companion warned him they were only  
thin lives that glide without a body in 
the hollow semblance of a form, he would 
in vain have torn the shadows with his blade. 
(Virgil, Aeneid 6.354ff) 
 

9. I want to stress once more that what I am trying to suggest about allegorical meaning is in 
no way restrictive of other kinds of meaning or other ways of meaning, even ways which 
seem to participate in a significant “outside”: for example, the common and I believe correct 
reading of Heart of Darkness in a political light (ranging from humanist anti-imperialism to 
Marxism), which sees the background of European colonialism and/or racism as an outside 
that provides the meaning of the tale. The only readings I really quarrel with are those that 
themselves claim either exclusivity or some sort of superiority (in profundity, importance, or 
whatever) to other readings. That I disagree with many readings in particular terms of 
course goes without saying: for instance, by my terms, imperialism is very much inside the 
tale, one of those implicit or explicit “messages” that the narrator warns us are not the final 
meaning of Marlow’s yarns. 

In this regard, it is worth spelling out here that even the most profound political 
meaning of that sort shares a common root with the most naive moralistic readings of texts. 
Both are only more and less sophisticated ways of extracting a “message” from a text. 
Implicit in both is a denial of the validity or reality or worth of the whole text as a thing in 
itself and a similar repudiation or suppression of the experience of reading each text. Such 
readings make all texts into media for messages and value them only as their message is 
valued. Much Marxist and feminist criticism suffers precisely from this unwillingness to 
accept texts as anything other than acknowledged or unacknowledged propaganda, as does 
much non-affiliated, “humanist” criticism. The attitude is one that even casual reflection will 
show to be false to the text and untrue to the act of reading. 

 
10. Throughout this whole section of Heart of Darkness, there is also a continual juxtaposition 

of the inanimate –specifically machinery and the appurtenances of industrialization – with 



the animate – specifically black human beings, usually presented as demoralized, 
undernourished, imprisoned, etc. This contrast, which is often adumbrated further into the 
color contrasts of white and black, bright and dark, serves further to disorient both Marlow 
and Marlow’s auditor/reader. The whole experience borders on high-contrast nightmare 
imagery, a kind of polarized or solarized Chien Andalou. 
 

11. Beyond the general “impact” of this clause – most readers respond to it as vaguely signaling 
heightened perception or foreboding some unusual happening – its language itself is 
significantly ambiguous. Are we and Marlow suddenly hearing the speed of the “launched” 
– i.e., propelled – globe as it makes its daily rush through the universe and rotates on its 
axis? I.e., no matter how extraordinary our hearing, is the phenomenon heard a quotidian 
one? Or are we hearing the pain of the earth torn and “launched” – i.e., “lanced” – by that 
gaping “artificial hole?” I.e., is both that we’re hearing and what we’re hearing 
extraordinary? 
 

12. 0nce again, it echoes also Hawthorne’s language from his preface to The Scarlet Letter, 
another tale which makes a much of a forest surrounding a small community.  
 

13. Readers of Conrad will rightly recall Jim’s situation in Rajah Allang’s stockade and his escape 
from it by leaping over “the broken stakes of the palisade” into a Homerically swampy 
mudbank (182-83). Similarly, Marlow’s description of the inhabitants of the Central Station 
(“They wandered here and there with their absurd long staves in their hands, like a lot of 
faithless pilgrims bewitched inside a rotten fence”) closely parallels Jim’s situation in the 
stockade before his awakening to reality. Lord Jim, of course is another novel (and allegory) 
entirely, with very different concerns of its own, but Conrad’s method and his iconology in 
the two works remain remarkably similar. 
 

14. “Kurtz - that means short in German – don’t it?  Well the name was as true as everything 
else in his life – and death. He looked at least seven feet long” (135). “He was just a word for 
me” (94). 
 

15. Maureen Quilligan also sees the reader’s role in allegory as vital and active and one of the 
criteria that distinguishes allegory from other forms of writing, but I differ from her position 
with respect to both the kind and degree of reader involvement I believe allegory demands 
– as I think my arguments above make clear – as well as in the way I think the areas of 
reference – the strange attractors: what Quilligan calls pre-texts – work in allegories. (I also 
think Quilligan scants the reader’s role in “ordinary” texts.)  My sense of the way readers are 
drawn to interact with allegorical texts comes closer to what Wolfgang Iser describes as the 
strategy of “alea” – “a pattern of play based on change and the unforeseeable. Its basic 
thrust is defamiliarization, which it achieves through storing and telescoping different texts, 
thus outstripping what their respective identifiable segments were meant to mean. By 
overturning familiar semantics, its reaches out into the hitherto inconceivable, and 
frustrates the reader’s convention-governed expectations” (Wolfgang Iser, Prospecting: 
From Reader Response to Literary Anthropology, The Johns Hopkins University Press, 
Baltimore and London, 1989, 256). 
 



16. For readers of the Commedia, this figuration does not take on its fullest significance until 
the final vision of Paradiso, at which point the reader, the pilgrim, and the poet are at last 
one in knowledge in the completeness of the poem. 
 

17. This is the point at which my ideas about the reader’s role in allegory most closely resemble 
Iser’s ideas about the reader’s role in “aleatic” texts. My argument about the nature of the 
allegorical text, however, distinguishes allegory from “alea” rather sharply: first in that I 
argue that allegory both establishes meaning and remains open-ended (for Iser, this is an 
either/or proposition), and, second, in that I will argue below that allegory usually (not 
always, but usually) forces the reader to bring to consciousness the usually unconscious acts 
of reading – indeed, allegory sometimes makes its textual actions and its readers’ reactions 
mimic each other, almost to the point of creating one more replicate, totally external to 
itself. 
 

18. We cannot overlook here either, in a tale so pervaded by greed for ivory, the double-edge of 
that imagery which links Kurtz at once with the “real” world of mercantile imperialism and 
the “surreal” underworld of Virgil’s imagination, from which Aeneas exits by the gate of 
ivory, the gate of false dreams. Both Kurtz and Marlow enter the heart of darkness through 
the gate of ivory: whether they exit the same way is one of the tale’s enduring puzzles. 
 

19. T.S. Eliot, “Tradition and the Individual Talent” in Selected Essays (New York: Harcourt, Brace 
and Company, 1950), 5: “The existing monuments form an ideal order among themselves, 
which is modified by the introduction of the new (the really new) work of art among them. 
The existing order is complete before the new work arrives; for order to persist after the 
supervention of novelty, the whole existing order must be, if ever so slightly, altered; and so 
the relations, proportions, values of each work of art toward the whole are readjusted.” 
Eliot was, of course, not speaking of allegory in this instance, or at least not speaking of 
allegory exclusively; nevertheless, his language expresses quite exactly the way allegory’s 
intellectual free-market system forces reappraisal of traditional works. 
 

20.  One may well wonder why the mere taint of mortality should upset Marlow so much when 
he seems able to handle so calmly repeated instances of the thing itself. Similarly, his 
detestation of lies seems oddly overstated in the context of not only the “lie” that climaxes 
his narrative but also his failure to clarify or deny the sustained misrepresentation of his 
beliefs, influence, loyalties, etc., that follows or precedes him from station to station. We do 
well at this point to remember that from the beginning of this tale Marlow has “not been 
himself” – turning fresh-water sailor, pestering his female relatives to use their friends and 
influence to get him a job – that is to say, from the start he is behaving self-contradictorily: 
he is caught in the toils of the Other. 
 

21. I can’t resist underlining the obvious, that even the mere verbal form of Kurtz’s naming is 
itself a duplication – a redundancy, a pleonasm, an unnecessary but emphatic duplication 
that, on the linguistic and logical levels, returns our attention to the logic of doublings and 
dualities in the tale. 
 

22. The other phenomenon that Marlow found “amazing” in this tale was the accountant in a 
white suit, with a penholder behind his ear. Verbum sapientibus satis. 



 
23. Camille La Boissiere’s Joseph Conrad and the Science of Unknowing (Fredericton: York Press, 

1979) emphasizes the importance to Conrad of the idea of the coincidence of opposites. 
 

24. The Tale of a Tub plays profoundly with insides and outsides, as figures and as significations, 
and toys just as seriously with the whole question of interpreting texts. If ever a text 
attempted to deconstruct allegory, the Tale of a Tub volume (including The Battle of the 
Books and the Mechanical Operation of the Spirit) is that text. Of this, more later. 
 

25. Marlow himself only half-perceives the reality of this. He speaks of the threat of the forest, 
“an implacable force brooding over an inscrutable intention” and how he had no time, 
during that journey up-river, to think about it because he had to pilot the ship and avoid 
rocks and snags and such: “When you have to attend to things of that sort, to the mere 
incidents of the surface, the reality – the reality, I tell you – fades. The inner truth is hidden 
– luckily, luckily.”  (103) 
 

26. It is in the study of fractals that mathematicians discovered that continuous spectra – e.g. a 
line infinitely long – could result from a few degrees of freedom within an otherwise closed 
system: See Gleick, Chaos, 138-39. 
 


