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Joseph Conrad s Polishness

Joseph Conrad (1857-1924) was one

Wieslaw Krajka is a professor of English at Maria
Curie-Sklodowska University Lublin Poland and
University of Wroclaw Poland. He was a
Kosciuszko Foundation Senior Teaching Fellow
at the English Department in the University of
Rochester. This is a summary of the talk he gave
for the luncheon lecture series, Joseph
Conrad s Polishness: A Curse or a Blessing, on
Wednesday, February 6.

ing Lord Jim, Heart of Darkness,

of the greatest writers in the history
of English and world literature. Hav-
ing spent his childhood and early
youth in Poland, he emigrated in 1874
(at the age of seventeen) to
Marseilles, France. The four years
which he spent there (1874-78) were
a period of his initiation into seaman-
ship, politics and love. Between 1878
and 1894 he served in the British Mer-
chant Marine: as a regular seaman, a
first mate and a captain. In 1894-96
he terminated his sea career, mar-
ried, settled in Kent, England and
started his writing career. He created
many literary masterpieces, includ-
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Nostromo, The Secret Agent and Un-
der Western Eyes. However, it was
only with the publication of Chance
in America in 1914 that he gained fi-
nancial success and became very
popular in this country. He died in
1924 in Canterbury.

Many of Conrad students,
readers and admirers are surprised to
learn that he was Polish. His
Polishness is one of the most intrigu-
ing issues considered by literary crit-
ics. What was its actual impact upon
the author s personality and writings?
Was Polishness a blessing or a curse
for him?

After his emigration from Po-
land in 1874, Conrad avoided discuss-
ing Polish issues. He lost his hopes for
a possibility of Poland s regaining her
independent statehood. He changed
his view after his visit to Poland in
1914, when old memories revived,
and as a result of the political-mili-
tary developments in the course of
World War I. He became much more
hopeful about Poland s future and
much less critical about Western ag-
gressive imperialism. He came to per-
ceive a moral backbone in the poli-
tics of Western powers during World
War |.1

During this time he wrote his
two important political essays - A
Note on the Polish Problem (1916)
and The Crime of Partition (Decem-
ber 1918-1919) - in which, as well as
in his earlier essay Autocracy and
War (1905),% he strongly pledged for
the Polish cause, demanding restora-
tion of Poland s independent state-
hood in the interest of both Poland
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