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CHAPTER I 

RHYTHM AS A CRITICAL CONCEPT 

The importance of rhythm to the aesthetics of prose fiction 

has never been fully explored. In Aspects of the Novel, published in 

1927, E. M. Forster provides an early discussion of rhythm and describes 

its function in the novel. Devoting a chapter to both pattern and 

rhythm, Forster states that these two aspects of fiction provide order 

and unity and create a pleasing appeal to the reader's aesthetic sense. 

Forster bases his discussion of rhythm in fiction upon the two types of 

rhythm he discerns in music: a simple repetition,such as the opening 

chord of Beethoven's Fifth Symphony, and the rhythm of the symphony as 

a whole, the relationship between the movements. Forster maintains that 

"the first kind of rhythm . . . can be found in certain novels, and may 

give them beauty. And the other rhythm, the difficult one—the rhythm 

of the Fifth Symphony as a whole—I cannot quote you any parallels for 

2 
that in fiction." Forster then goes on to describe exactly what he 

means by simple repetition, using as his example Vinteuil's music in 

Proust's Remembrance of Things Past; where Proust introduces in his work 

a short musical phrase that eventually expands into a sonata. In its 

subtle expansion and recurrence the phrase of Vinteuil is one way that 

Proust reveals a psychological development in Swann. The phrase recurs 

reminding Swann of Vinteuil and his daughter. The music creeps in and 



around the work appearing unexpectedly: "Heard by various people . . . 

the phrase of Vinteuil is not tethered. . . . It is almost an actor, 

but not quite, and that 'not quite' means that its power has gone 

towards stitching Proust's book together from the inside." The recur

rence of the phrase,which causes the psychological development, inter

nally stitches the work, allows it to hang together, and binds all the 

parts which are not in and of themselves interrelated, creates rhythm. 

Forster concludes that Proust's work is "chaotic, ill-constructed, it 

has and will have no external shape; and yet it hangs together because 

4 
it is stitched internally, because it contains rhythm." 

Rhythm is slightly more complex than merely a relation of a 

part or a group of parts to the whole. Forster distinguishes between 

types of rhythm and the relation of the rhythm to other kinds of literary 

"parts," such as symbols. Rhythm is related to symbolism inasmuch as a 

symbol becomes a vehicle for meaning. Forster differentiates between 

symbols: he designates symbols that merely appear and reappear as ban

ners. Banners are tethered; they do not change or develop. On the 

other hand, rhythm embraces those symbols which accrete meaning in con

text, change, and develop. In a more informative passage Forster states 

that "there are times when it [rhythm] means nothing and is forgotten, 

and this seems to me the function of rhythm in fiction, not to be there 

all the time like a pattern, but by its lovely waxing and waning to fill 

us with surprise and freshness and hope." The compelling of parts to 

the whole, Forster's more elusive type of rhythm, exhibits itself in only 

one book that Forster notes. War and Peace. Turning to E. K. Brown's 



expansion of Forster's notion of rhythm, one encounters a more compre

hensive explanation of the concept. 

In Rhythm in the Novel, published in 1950, E. K. Brown expands, 

solidifies, and delineates rhythm to a greater extent than Forster had 

done. He immediately addresses himself to the justification of a study 

that isolates one element and studies it in "unreal separation from all 

the other elements with which it actually fuses." He suggests that 

the isolation "is justified if when one turns back from the criticism 
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to the novels these appear more intelligible and more delightful." 

Borrowed from Forster, Bro\̂ m's basic definition is that rhythm 

is repetition with variation. He sees unlimited variation as incon

ceivable in fiction; yet repetition without variation is conceivable, 

and Brown cites as an example Leopold Bloom's litanic recitation of 

"pray for us" in Joyce's Ulysses. Brô m̂ feels that "between exact 

repetition and unlimited variation lies the whole area of significant 
9 

discourse and significant form" in fiction. 

According to Brown, the simplest kind of repetition has no var

iation; it is a mere verbal repetition. Repetition with variation 

becomes more complex as it involves combinations of words or phrases, 

repetitions of sequences of incident, and repetitions of character. A 

more complex repetition involves the growth of a symbol as it accretes 

meaning from a succession of contexts. Repetition of theme and the 

subsequent interweaving that occurs create an interactive relationship 

in the work. All of these multifaceted kinds of rhythm coexist, taking 

on added beauty and power from their coexistence. Most examples of 

rhythmic incident and situation depend on a sequence in time for their 



ultimate effect. To point up the emphasis on time, the author uses 

gradations of the variations; and to shape the plot, the author fre

quently employs repetition of incident and repetition of character. 

Brown argues further that the concept of rhythm demands some 

irregularity. If the repetition always occurs when one expects it, 

there is no development, merely anticipation. This idea of develop

ment, a development similar to Louise Pound's definition of "incremen

tal repetition" in the ballad, is central to Brox̂ 7n's consideration of 

what he terms the "expanding symbol," a symbol which accretes new mean

ing from a succession of different contexts. The idea of "incremental 

repetition," though well explored in the ballad, has yet to be ade

quately applied to prose fiction. 

The opposite of the expanding symbol is the "banner," the fixed 

symbol. Irregularity is the essence of the expanding symbol; the ban

ner is merely a reminder, occurring regularly but lacking development. 

The expanding symbol, because of its accretion of various levels of 

meaning, becomes a means for disclosure of idea. Rhythm then is an 

order; regular in its order, it becomes a pattern imposed by the author 

on his work; irregular in its order, it develops, increases, expands, 

links, and unifies through its irregularity. 

Brown assigns the designation "interweaving theme" to the most 

complex type of repetition with variation. Similar to the expanding 

symbol in its solicitation of the reader's attention beyond mere plot, 

character, and setting, the interweaving theme replaces in many works 

explicit comment by the author. Brown offers two examples of the inter

weaving theme in literature: the rhythmic rise-fall-rise of the 



generations in War and Peace, and the rhythmic rise-fall-rise of good 

and evil in Passage to India. Ultimately, Brown sees rhythm as an 

assurance of order, enabling the writer and the reader to pass beyond 

character, story, and setting in order to attend to the grouping and 

ungrouping of ideas and emotions. As will be demonstrated, the ability 

of the reader to attend to idea over character and story makes an exam

ination of rhythm in The Secret Agent apt. 

The discussion of rhythm offered by Forster and Brown has led 

toward the analysis of rhythm as an aesthetic principle in several 

novels. Notable among such discussions is Frank Baldanza's article on 

"rhythmic stitchings" in Huckleberry Finn. However, in its relation 

to The Secret Agent, rhythm has received no extensive consideration. 

Several critics have made mention of various repetitions of word, inci

dent, and character in the novel and have advanced varying theories 

concerning the importance or insignificance of repetition. Most not

ably, Avrom Fleishman asserts that repetition is a matter of structural 

importance relying on three concerns: the proportion of its presence, 

its rhythmic recurrence, its pervasion of the work of art. For the 

basis of his assertion Fleishman utilizes the word "secret": "The man

ner in which the word [secret] enters into relation with other oft 

repeated words like its own antithesis 'knowledge' would lead us 

directly to the main concern of the structure of the novel—secrecy as 

a condition of broken social communication which makes moral community 

12 
impossible." In a second study, Conrad's Politics: Community and 

Anarchy in the Fiction of Joseph Conrad, Fleishman states that The 

Secret Agent "was designed as an intense perception of its subject 



13 
within a limited space. The result, inevitably, is repetition." 

Arguing from an opposing viewpoint are Joseph Fradin and Jean Creighton, 

who propose that the key words repeated in The Secret Agent do not 

develop patterns; rather they deny them or neutralize them through repe-

14 
tition. In The Imaged Style, Wilfred Dowden states that in The Secret 

Agent the controlling images, repeated again and again, are gas light, 

blood, and darkness. The significance here lies within the point of 

emphasis. The repetition of the images enforces them in the reader's 

mind, and the macabre implications of the repeated images reinforces 

the thematic thrust of the work. 

Numerous other discussions of The-Secret Agent focus on imagery, 

technique, and the interview motif. However, no one critic delves into 

all the apparent instances of rhythm. 

Since many writers—Lynne Cheney, John Hagan, Jr., Robert Hertz, 

David Kubal, Robin Lee, and R. W. Stallman—devote substantial portions 

of their articles to a consideration of repetition or motif, their crit

icisms will be introduced later where they best relate in the context of 

the paper. 

Although the primary subject of this paper is rhythm, it is 

axiomatic that no one element of a work can ultimately exist independent 

of the other supporting elements. For instance, of central importance 

to any discussion of rhythm in The Secret Agent is the aesthetic rela

tionship of rhythm to time and irony. An examination of rhythm is an 

examination of how a work is tied together, how it is stitched inter

nally; and of particular significance is the effect of the rhythm in 

supporting the inherent irony of The Secret Agent. 



Any discussion of rhythm, in The Secret Agent demands a concur

rent consideration of time and irony. Joseph Conrad, in his preface to 

The Secret Agent, states that "the purely artistic purpose, that of 

applying an ironic method to a subject of that kind, was formulated 

x̂ 7ith deliberation and in the earnest belief that ironic treatment alone 
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would enable me to say all I felt," thereby pointing out not only his 

conscious intention but also the exacting importance of the ironic 

method in The Secret Agent. Conrad, through the use of rhythmic stitch

ing, creates in the novel a work that necessarily draws the reader 

toward the irony. The adoption of the inversive method of time-shift 

adds greatly to the ironic effects and also creates a need for the 

rhythmic stitching. Hence, rhythm assists the reader in becoming aware 

of the irony. 

Conrad's time-shift technique has been the subject of much dis

cussion, a great deal of which centers on the relationship between the 

inverted time sequence and its importance to the dramatic irony in The 

Secret Agent. One example of the importance of the particular use of 

time is demonstrated when, after the bombing has occurred, the reader 

becomes aware in Chapter IX that Verloc is courting Stevie for his 

anarchistic needs and that VJinnie, a victim of the irony, views Verloc's 

budding relationship with Stevie as an extension of Verloc's supposed 

paternal instinct. The reader, realizing all the implications of Win

nie's statement that Stevie "would go through fire" (p. 155) for Verloc, 

is immediately forced to attend to the ironic implications. The repe

tition of the idea that Winnie believes that the boy would do anything 

for Verloc, in such statements as "you could do anything with that boy" 
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(p. 155) and "that boy just worships you" (p. 157), emphasizes Conrad's 

use of irony. In her attempt to fulfill her wish for a father to guide 

Stevie, Winnie forces Adolf to take Stevie on daily walks, thereby giv

ing added emphasis to Verloc's developing plan to use Stevie to plant 

the bomb. The repetitions of this idea occur within three pages, effec

tively demonstrating Conrad's conscious attempt to reinforce irony 

through repetition. Once the reader has become attuned to watch for 

repetition, it becomes relatively simple to address oneself to the ironic 

considerations of the novel. Conrad's technique of dramatic irony pro

vides an aesthetic distance that enables the reader to respond to The 

Secret Agent in its fullest ironic import. Ultimately, the time-shift 

and the irony become integrated in the work thematically, creating the 

structure of the work. Rhythm, therefore, functions by assisting the 

reader in making the necessary ironic connections. Robin Lee, in "The 

Secret Agent: Structure, Theme, Mode," states that "structure is dic

tated by Conrad's choice of a certain mode of presentation of the narra

tive [inversive method and repetition], and contributes itself, in turn, 

to the emotional effect of the book and the development of its 

..18 
themes. 

Just as Forster demonstrates that Remembrance of Things Past 

coheres because of i t s rhythmic s t i t c h i n g , a discussion of rhythm in 

The Secret Agent, pa r t i cu la r ly as re la ted to t ime-shift techniques and 

irony, reveals a sense of conscious order, an order t ha t , as i t attends 

to theme, provides a valuable insight in to Conrad's a r t . The most f r u i t 

ful approach to the subject i s an examination that f i r s t considers 

rhythm in i t s simplest form, r epe t i t i on , then moves on to an examination 



of repetition with variation, including repetition of incident and 

character. Then a discussion of the repetition of symbol, involving 

both the banner and the expanding symbol, followed by a discussion of 

interweaving of theme, which effectively relates to all aspects of 

rhythm, will provide a basic understanding of the importance of rhythm 

to the aesthetics of The Secret Agent. 



CHAPTER II 

SIMPLE REPETITION 

The basic com.ponent of rhythm, is repetition. In The Secret 

Agent, simple repetition—the repetition of a v;ord or phrase, for 

example—is closely connected with character development. Simple repe

tition serves to delineate a character, to mold him in a fixed form, 

and to cause ironic associations to occur in the reader's mind. 

Because these simple repetitions, or tags, are often ironic in content, 

they serve a dual purpose: not only can the repetition operate as a 

leitmotif, a source of pleasure in itself, but also as a constant 

reminder for the basic underlying ironic implications inherent in the 

., 1 
novel. 

After a short time, a tag becomes so fixed in the mind of the 

reader through repetition that mere reappearance of the tag is suffi

cient to identify a character. Verloc is repeatedly called "the secret 

agent," Michaelis "the ticket-of-leave apostle." Frequently, Conrad 

adds modifiers or varies the modifier: Yundt is "the terrorist" or 

"the old terrorist"; Ossipon is "Comrade Ossipon," "the Doctor," "the 

ex-medical student," or, simply, "the robust Ossipon." The "Great 

Personage," "the Presence," or "the expanded Personage" is Sir Ethel-

red, the Home Secretary. Winnie is repeatedly referred to as "the 

sister, guardian, and protector" of Stevie. These tags serve several 

10 
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purposes; most importantly, Conrad uses the tags to distance the reader, 

enabling the reader to view the characters ironically. Simple repeti

tion provides irony because sometimes, in and of itself, the tag is 

ironic. The reader is drawn back from the domestic melodrama to observe 

the irony. Conrad achieves the distancing by using the tags ironically, 

the tag indicating a quality that is the opposite of what the character 

really is. For example, Verloc is a far cry from a "secret agent"; 

almost all the other characters practice secrecy more effectively than 

he. Nearly all of Ossipon's tags have ironic connotations. For exam

ple, though referred to as "the Doctor," Ossipon is merely an ex-medical 

student. Nor is there anything complimentary in the tags "terrorist" 

and "Expanded Personage." Winnie's tag is the most ironic, though, for 

she indirectly causes the destruction of Stevie, for whom she is a pro

tector and guardian. 

Sheer repetition of the sort mentioned above creates grim comedy 

in this macabre work. Constant references to the "robust Ossipon" and 

"secret agent" Verloc become ludicrous because of their irony. In addi

tion, Verloc prefers to think of himself as the "protector" of the peo

ple and of the social mechanism. In his frequent reveries Verloc sees 

himself as being called upon to protect society: "All these people had 

to be protected. Protection is the first necessity of opulence and 

luxury. They had to be protected, . . . and the source of their wealth 

had to be protected" (p. 24). As Verloc's self-conceived idea of him

self as protector is reiterated throughout the novel, the reader per

ceives in fact that, ironically, Verloc is the people's assailant. 
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Conrad extends himself fully to provide a fixed image of his 

characters in the reader's mind. For instance, Verloc thinks of him

self as a protector; but the narrator. State Councillor Wurmt, and 

Vladimir, all characterize Verloc as a corpulent animal emphasizing 

Verloc's laziness and the inability to act, important themes in The 

Secret Agent. Other images establish Verloc as corpulent, lazy, and 

ineffective. Early in the novel he is described as one who "had an air 

of having wallowed, fully dressed all day on an unmade bed" (p. 18). 

His usual habit is to breakfast "in bed, . . . wallowing there with an 

air of quiet enjoyment till noon every day" (pp. 19-20). Again, he is 

described as "undemonstrative and burly in a fat-pig style" (p. 24). 

Upon arriving at the Embassy, Verloc is engaged in a conversation with 

Wurmt, who preempively states, "'You are very corpulent'" (p. 28). 

Asked to meet with Vladimir, Verloc enters a room where Vladimir 

remarks about him in French to the Privy Councillor: "'You are quite 

right, mon cher. He's fat— the animal'" (p. 29). These descriptions 

of Mr. Verloc, beyond characterizing the agent, function ironically, 

for Verloc's critics are themselves fat, lazy, indifferent. The nar

rator describes Vladimir as having "a thick knee, . . . a smooth and 

rosy countenance [giving] the air of a preternaturally thriving baby" 

(p. 29). 

The first interview between Vladimir and Verloc is charged with 

Vladimir's personal criticism of Verloc's lifestyle. Over and over 

Vladimir addresses Verloc: "'You are too fat,'" "'You wouldn't deceive 

idiot,'" '"You are a lazy fellow'" (pp. 30-31). Such modifiers as 

indolent, lazy, idiotic, and soft-headed apply to all members of 

an 
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society according to Vladimir. The result is that mere verbal repeti

tion establishes a basis for the thematic thrust of The Secret Agent 

in the second chapter. 

The repetition of the word "unfathomable" in relation to Win

nie also gives the reader valuable insight into her character. She 

"preserved an air of unfathomable indifference, behind the rampart of 

the counter" in the store (p. 18). The narrator designates as one of 

Winnie's charms "her unfathomable reserve, which never went so far as 

to prevent conversation, carried on on the lodger's part with anima

tion, and on hers with equable amiability" (p. 19). After Verloc warns 

Winnie that she must "be very nice to his political friends," she 

answers affirmatively with "her straight, unfathomable glance" (p. 20). 

Later in The Secret Agent, when the reader is able to reconcile the 

"unfathomable" Winnie with the "sister, guardian, protector" Winnie and 

ultimately to realize the implication of Stevie's death, then, and only 

then, can one come to understand Winnie's protectiveness toward Stevie, 

a protectiveness that extends to her prostituting herself to Verloc. 

The question of conscious versus unconscious and artful versus 

accidental repetition deserves consideration; and enough examples are 

cited above to demonstrate Conrad's conscious intention, whether it be 

to stereotype a character, to create irony, or to unify the work. One 

critic has devoted considerable space to the examination of the words 

"secret" and "private." Avron Fleishman labels the word "secret" an 

2 
"iterative symbol," relating it to theme. In his consideration of the 

repetition of the word "private," Fleishman relates the word to the 

thematic significance of the conditions of privacy, secrecy, and 
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isolation; though Fleishman devotes a part of his discussion to what 

he terms sheer verbal repetition, ultimately these repetitions of 

"secret" and "private" function thematically. This ultimate function 

is far different from the tag repetitions ascribed to different charac-

3 
ters that have been discussed up to this point. 

Conrad was a very thorough reviser. It is not possible that 

his repetitions are unconscious, even the tags. Marion Michael, in a 

study of Conrad's revision of the holograph manuscript of The Secret 

Agent, clearly demonstrates Conrad's careful attention to detail in 

both the holograph and the secondary manuscript that was used to pre-

4 
pare The Secret Agent for book publication. Because of his meticu-

lousness in r̂ ll of his revisions, as demonstrated in various holographs, 

Conrad's conscious repetition, even of the tag, is brought out. The 

tag serves as a key reminder to the reader of Conrad's conception of 

character. 

The examination of his repetition of words and phrases indicates 

Conrad's conscious manipulation of the reader's mind in forcing the 

reader to attend to the irony in The Secret Agent. Mere repetition of 

word, as exemplified by the tag, serves little purpose beyond its 

ironic implication. Conrad's consistent identification of Ossipon with 

one of four tags does not make us join beginning with end or even effec

tively stitch the work. Nevertheless, simple repetition is structurally 

important. Artistically it emphasizes Conrad's consciousness of his 

art. Moreover, it gives a reassurance of order to a purposefully frag

mented narrative. 



CHAPTER III 

REPETITION WITH VARIATION 

A m.ore complex expression of rhythm than simple repetition is 

repetition with variation of phrase, incident and character. Conrad 

employs repetition of phrase with variation most artfully. Repetition 

with variation of phrase, depending upon development, emphasis, and 

modulation, becomes a key issue in establishing ironic meaning in The 

Secret Agent. 

This relation of ironic meaning to emphasis and variation is 

well illustrated in Chapter XII when Winnie compels Ossipon to return 

to the Brett Place Shop from where she has just fled after having 

murdered Adolf Verloc. Winnie wants Ossipon to put out the light in 

the parlour. The narrator reports: "He looked in without a thought, 

without intention, without curiosity of any sort. He looked in because 

he could not help looking in. He looked in and discovered Mr. Verloc 

reposing quietly on the sofa" (p. 232). The repetition of "looking in" 

in this passage functions to attract the reader's attention and create 

suspense. Immediately following this passage, Ossipon is seized by the 

fear that Winnie and Adolf have decoyed him into a trap. The reader 

is ironically affected by Ossipon's mental wanderings. The reader 

knows that Adolf Verloc is dead by his wife's hand. Irony is in the 

forefront; we know what Ossipon will see when he looks in. 

15 
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Another example of repetition with variation of phrase that 

functions somewhat differently occurs in the two bedroom scenes with 

Winnie and Adolf. In the first scene in Chapter III Winnie remarks to 

Verloc, who is standing in the middle of the room: "'You'll catch cold 

standing there'" (p. 58). In Chapter VIII, having forgotten to put on 

his slippers, Winnie remarks to Adolf: "'You'll catch cold walking 

about in your socks like this'" (p. 151). Both chapters end with Win

nie questioning Verloc: "'Shall I put out the light now?'" Verloc 

replies both times, "'Put it out.'" These phrases effectively create 

a thematic relationship betX'̂ een these two scenes because of the repe

tition. 

Chapters XI, XII, and XIII all culninate in a crescendo of 

phrase repetition. The phrases repeated in these chapters function 

thematically. The most artful example occurs in Verloc's death scene 

in Chapter XI. Winnie is mentally deciding how to kill Adolf as he 

lounges on the sofa. Verloc, in the culmination of his ignorance of 

Winnie's true feeling for him, tactlessly and stupidly calls to her: 

"Come here," he said in a peculiar tone, which might have 
been the tone of brutality, but was intimately known to Mrs. 
Verloc as the note of wooing. 

She started forward at once, as if she were still a loyal 
woman bound to that man by an unbroken contract. Her right 
hand skimmed slightly the end of the table, and when she had 
passed on towards the sofa the carving knife had vanished 
without the slightest sound from the side of the dish. Mr. 
Verloc heard the creaking plank in the floor, and was content. 
He waited. Mrs. Verloc was coming. As if the homeless soul 
of Stevie had flown for shelter straight to the breast of his 
sister, guardian, and protector, the resemblance of her face 
with that of her brother grew at every step, even to the 
droop of the lower lip, even to the slight divergence of the 
eyes. But Mr. Verloc did not see that. He was lying on his 
back and staring upwards. He saw partly on the ceiling and 
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partly on the wall the moving shadow of an arm with a 
clenched hand holding a carving knife. It flickered up and 
down. Its movements were leisurely. They v/ere leisurely 
enough for Mr. Verloc to recognize the limb and the weapon. 
They were leisurely enough for him to take in the full 

meaning of the portent, and to taste the flavour of death 
rising in his gorge. His wife had gone raving mad—murder
ing mad. They were leisurely enough for the first paralyz
ing affect of this discovery to pass away before a resolute 
determination to come out victorious from the ghastly 
struggle with that armed lunatic. They were leisurely 
enough for Mr. Verloc to elaborate a plan of defense involv
ing a dash behind the table, and the felling of the woman 
to the ground with a heavy wooden chair. But they were not 
leisurely enough to allow Mr. Verloc the time to move either 
hand or foot. The knife was already planted in his breast. 

(pp. 215-16) 

The reiteration of the phrase "they were leisurely enough" and its 

antithesis "but they were not leisurely enough" serve the same sus-

penseful function that the phrase "he looked in" serves. But the lat

ter example contains a shift in the point of view into the inner work

ings of Verloc's mind. This shift of focus allows us to enter Verloc's 

mind, to observe his plotting of his escape, and to partake in his 

thwarted defense. Conrad has slowed time for the sake of an intense 

perception of the moment. Jack Shadoian views Verloc's death scene 

slow-down as patterning "the moment of death into a mechanical pro

cess." The mechanical process is observable not only in the death 

scene but also in Conrad's characterizations and in the images he 

employs; mechanical objects, mechanical imagery, mechanical characters, 

all eventually intertwine in an interweaving theme. 

Winnie's fear of the gallows is the basis for another series of 

repetition of phrase. After murdering Verloc, Winnie leaves the shop 

intent on throwing herself over the nearest bridge because she fears 

the gallows, an object that keeps appearing in her mind. The narrator 
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reports that "Mrs. Verloc was afraid of the gallows" (p. 219). Over 

and over she thinks of the gallows. Winnie recalls newspaper accounts 

of hangings, and one phrase congeals in her mind: "'The drop given 

was fourteen feet'" (p. 220). For two pages these thoughts recur, join, 

recur again. These two phrases are joined in Winnie's mind by yet 

another fear expressed in the phrase "'I'll never get there'" (p. 221). 

She believes that she cannot possibly walk to the nearest bridge; some

one will find her foundering. Indeed, someone does discover Winnie 

stumbling down the road, and Winnie's dread of the gallows and the 

recurring thought "the drop given was fourteen feet" cause her to 

embrace Ossipon as a savior. After Tom discovers Adolf's body, the 

fear of the gallows returns with vene\\fed force to Winnie's mind. As 

they ride in the hansom to the station, Ossipon is seated next to Win

nie, who is "all rigid with the dread of the gallows and the fear of 

death. . . . And she added to herself, like an awful refrain: "The 

drop given was fourteen feet'" (p. 239). These constant repetitions 

are effective indicators of Winnie's present state of mind. She is 

motivated only by fear; she can express herself only in a limited man

ner. In fact, because of Winnie's ravaged mind, Ossipon has difficulty 

in coercing her to respond to even a simple question. 

This refrain appears again in full force in the final chapter. 

Ossipon is with the Professor at the Silenus Restaurant. In Ossipon's 

pocket is a ten-day old newspaper reporting Winnie's suicide. The last 

line of the article, '"An impenetrable mystery seems destined to hang 

for ever over this act of madness or despair'" (p. 249) , keeps recur

ring in Ossipon's guilt-ridden mind. Ossipon feels himself losing 
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touch with reality as the words echo and re-echo in his conscience. 

Snatches of the phrase are repeated as Ossipon considers the changes 

wrought in his life by these few words: 

He was menaced by this thing in the very sources of his 
existence. He could not issue forth to meet his various 
conquests, those that he courted on benches in Kensington 
Gardens, and those he met near area railings, without the 
dread of beginning to talk to them of an impenetrable 
mystery destined. . . . He was becoming scientifically 
afraid of insanity lying in wait for him amongst these 
lines. "To hang for ever over." It was an obsession, a 
torture. He had lately failed to keep several of these 
appointments, whose note used to be an unbounded trustful
ness in the language of sentiment and manly tenderness. 
The confiding disposition of various classes of women 
satisfied the needs of his self-love, and put some ma
terial means into his hand. He needed it to live. It was 
there. But if he could no longer make use of it, he ran 
the risk of starving his ideals and his body . . . "This 
act of m.idness or despair." 
"An impenetrable mystery" was sure "to hang for ever" as 

far as all mankind was concerned. But what of that if he 
alone of all men could never get rid of the cursed know
ledge? And Comrade Ossipon's knowledge was as precise as 
the newspaper man could make it—up to the very threshold 
of the "mystery destined to hang for ever. . . " 

(pp. 249-50) 

Ossipon i s ruined; insanity i s approaching. He faces the 

impenetrable mystery as he walks away from his place of appointment 

where he was to meet another woman: "He could face no woman. I t was 

ru in . He could nei ther think, work, s leep , nor eat" (p. 252). The 

echoing of Winnie's impenetrable mystery ends the novel. The reverbra-

t ion of these words in Ossipon's mind concerning the suicide he precip

i t a t e d serves to rep l ica te Winnie's concern for the gallows and the 

drop of fourteen feet . The var ia t ions in the phrases effect ively point 

up each charac te r ' s d is t rac ted s t a t e of mind. 



20 

Repetition of incident, possibly the most fascinating and 

pervasive aspect of The Secret Agent, reflects an unusual subtlety. 

Structurally, repetition of incident is the most significant type of 

repetition, especially in its most prominent form in The Secret Agent, 

the interview. The craftsmanship involved in the structuring of the 

interviews is so intricate and complex, so subtle and meticulous while 

being thoroughly pervasive that it draws the careful reader into a 

deep appreciation of Conrad's skill. 

The interviev; itself is repeated seventeen times with subtle 

variations; the same scenes involving the same characters are repeated, 

and in some interviews a role reversal (a type of repetition of charac

ter) takes place. 

2 
John Hagan, Jr., in "The Design of Conrad's The Secret Agent," 

3 
David L. Kubal, in "The Secret Agent and the Mechanical Chaos," and 

4 

Robert W. Stallman, in "Time and The Secret Agent," provide a compre

hensive analysis of Conrad's use of the interview motif. Hagan proposes 

that the structure of The Secret Agent is the series of interviews of 

varying importance and length, beginning with Verloc's meeting with 

Vladimir in Chapter II and ending with the final conversation in the 

novel between Ossipon and the Professor. Both Kubal and Stallman devote 

considerable time to a discussion of the interview, but to them the 

repetition is secondary, for they are more concerned with the actions 

within the interview which support their theses. According to Kubal, 

the novel is united by the circularity of pattern, and according to 

Stallman, the novel is circular because all episodes of The Secret Agent 
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are encircled through isolation and all scenes deny progression because 

all the journeys embarked upon by the characters end where they began. 

Repetition with variation of the interviews causes them to 

assume an unusual structural importance, but to reduce the structure 

to this device, as Hagan does, is an oversimplification. Hagan arti

culates that "this sequence of interviews is notable for the way in 

which it is patterned from within by an unobtrusive series of repeti

tions. The whole sequence itself is, of course, a repetitive device 

by means of which the novel's material is bulked into a recognizable 

order; but the effect is quietly yet firmly strengthened by subsidiary 

repetitions." 

A close scrutiny of the interviews reveals Conrad's powerful 

yet subtle artistry. The most complex interweaving of repetitions 

occurs in the three interview scenes between Adolf and Winnie in Chap

ters III, VIII and XI. (Actually, there are four interviews between 

Winnie and Adolf. The other interview occurs in Chapter IX, but the 

third and fourth interviews are taking place on the same evening; only 

through the interpolation of Chapter X are these two interviews separ

ate.) Within the repetition of the interview itself are several repe

titions of incident with slight variation. 

The scenes in Chapters III and VIII occur in the bedroom of 

the Verloc's lodging in the Brett Street Shop. The repetitions become 

striking when passages from both chapters are viewed in close proxi

mity. In both scenes Adolf turns off the gas in the shop, meditates 

on his immediate problems and ascends the stairs. In Chapter III appears 

this statement: "Pausing in his intention to turn off the gas burning 
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in the middle of the shop, Mr. Verloc descended into the abyss of 

moral reflections" (p. 54). Then in Chapter VIII a variation of the 

statement occurs: "After locking up the house and putting out the gas 

he took them [thoughts] upstairs with him" (p. 150). In Chapter III 

Adolf finds V/innie sleeping: "Mrs. Verloc had fallen asleep with the 

lamp (no gas was laid upstairs) turned up full on the table by the 

side of the bed. The light thrown down by the shade fell dazzlingly 

on the white pillow sunk by the weight of her head reposing with closed 

eyes and dark hair done up in several plaits for the night. She woke 

up with the sound of her name in her ears, and saw her husband standing 

over her" (p. 57). Repetition X'jith variation of this statement occurs 

in Chapter VIII: "His wife had preceded htm sometime before, and with 

her ample form defined vaguely under the counterpane, her head on the 

pillow, and a hand under the cheek, offered to his distraction the view 

of early drowsiness arguing the possession of an equable soul. Her big 

eyes stared wide open, inert and dark against the snowy whiteness of 

the linen" (p. 150). Conrad's description of Adolf's undressing in 

Chapter III is repeated with variation in Chapter VIII: "Mr Verloc 

deposited the cash-box on the night table, and began the operation of 

undressing by flinging his overcoat onto a distant chair. His coat and 

waistcoat followed." (pp. 57-58). In Chapter VIII "he began to undress. 

. . . Mr. Verloc went on divesting himself of his clothing" (pp. 151-52). 

Verloc listens to the ticking of the clock in Chapter III: "The drowsy 

ticking of the old clock on the landing became distinctly audible in the 

bedroom. . . . 'That poor boy is in a very excited state to-night,' she 

murmured, after a pause which lasted for three ticks of the clock" (p. 59) 
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The ticking reoccurs again in Chapter VIII: "All was so still without 

and within that the lonely ticking of the clock on the landing stole 

into the room as if for the sake of company. . . She let the lonely 

clock on the landing count off fifteen ticks into the abyss of etern

ity" (pp. 152-53). At the end of both scenes Adolf tells Winnie to 

put out the light and the scenes end. Though it is difficult to quote 

a specific passage for support, Stevie, or at least thoughts of Stevie, 

are present in these two chapters. 

Though not actually present in the bedroom scene, Stevie fig

ures significantly because earlier in Chapter III he becomes inflamed 

by Yundt's cannibalistic allusions; moreover, he is uncontrollable, and 

Adolf must wake Winnie to send her downstairs to quiet the boy. In 

Chapter VIII Stevie is uppermost in Winnie's mind because earlier she 

and Stevie had accompanied Winnie's mother to the Charity House. 

Another repetition of incident is Winnie's talking to Adolf in these 

scenes. He is preoccupied, worried, and very uncommunicative. This 

inability of the Verlocs to communicate forms the basis of one of the 

important themes of The Secret Agent. In fact, the inability to commun

icate is common to all of the characters. Very significantly Adolf is 

on the verge of confessing his illicit dealings to Winnie: 

He appreciated this woman, and the sentiment of this 
appreciation, stirred by a display of something resembling 
emotion, only added another pang to his mental anguish. 
When her voice ceased he moved uneasily, and said: 

"I haven's been feeling well for the last few days." He 
might have meant this as an opening to a complete confidence; 
but Mrs. Verloc laid her head on the pillow again and staring 
upward, went on: 
"That boy hears too much of what is talked about here." 

(p. 60) 
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Again, in Chapter VIII, Winnie is contemplating her future 

problems with Stevie because of their mother's departure: "What I am 

going to do to cheer up that boy for the first few days I'm sure I 

don't know. He'll be worrying himself from morning till night before 

he gets used to mother being away. And he's such a good boy. I couldn't 

do without him" (p. 152). Instead of conversing with Winnie, Adolf, 

still preoccupied with Mr. Vladimir, announces '"I am going on the Con

tinent tomorrow'" (p. 153), again underlining the absolute futility of 

conversation between these isolated people. 

The third interview scene between Adolf and Winnie is rife with 

reiterations, some of which involve an ironic reversal of situation. 

Chapters IX and XI occur on the day of the explosion. The intervening 

Chapter X, occurring on the same day, deals with the Assistant Commis

sioner's meetings with Heat, Sir Ethelred, and Vladimir concerning the 

identity of the assailant and the victim (purportedly Verloc). 

The first repetition with reversal is Winnie's lighting the gas 

in the shop (p. 160). Chapters III and VIII portray Verloc's turning 

off the gas. Earlier, Verloc had always worn both his overcoat and hat, 

removing them only when he readied for bed. In Chapter IX the narrator 

reports that "Mr. Verloc, against his usual practice, had thrown off his 

overcoat. It was lying on the sofa. His hat which he must also have 

thrown off, rested overturned under the edge of the sofa" (p. 161). In 

the two earlier scenes Winnie warns Adolf that he might catch cold. 

Indeed, he does; Verloc returns from the Continent with the flu, and 

Winnie in her wifely manner tells Verloc: '"You should feed your cold'" 

(p. 162). Verloc has all the appearances of one afflicted with a cold; 
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yet the reader is aware that Verloc's physical and mental state is due 

to his unwitting precipitation of Stevie's death and his realization 

that he must inform Winnie. 

Another instance of reiteration occurs in Chapter IX and III. 

As the Verlocs sat in silence, "the sound of footsteps on the pavement 

died out in the discrete dimness of the shop" (p. 164). This recurring 

sound is an echo of the same incident in Chapter III: "Down below in 

the quiet, narrow street measured footsteps approached the house, then 

died away" (p. 59). Verloc announced to Winnie in Chapter VIII his 

intention of going to the Continent, and he proposed emigrating with 

Winnie in Chapter IX to escape his employers. The interview between 

Winnie and Adolf in Chapter IX takes place early in the evening. Some

what broken up through the intervention of the Assistant Commissioner 

and Chief Inspector Heat, the interview continues in Chapter XI and 

occurs later at night; therefore, the final interview in Chapter XI 

more closely parallels the interviews in Chapters III and VIII. 

Stevie figures prominently in the first two scenes, and in the 

last interview between Adolf and Winnie, Stevie "turned up with a ven

geance" (p. 191). The narrator makes it clear that "Mr. Verloc never 

meant Stevie to perish with such abrupt violence. He did not mean him 

to perish at all. Stevie dead was a much greater nuisance than ever he 

had been when alive" (p. 190). Assuredly, Stevie is a greater problem 

now. Beyond being a troublesome problem though, Stevie becomes a cata

lyst for Winnie in this chapter. The "sister, guardian, and protector" 

is incited to action after she perceives the cause of Stevie's untoward 

end. In the earlier scenes Winnie is the conversationalist, the 
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inquisitor, the verbose one. The reversal occurs in Verloc's numerous 

attempts to converse with Winnie; Adolf is attempting to justify and 

rationalize his inane actions. The culmination of Verloc's stupidity, 

egocentricity, and tactlessness occurs when he imploringly questions 

Winnie: "'Do be reasonable, Winnie. What would it have been if you 

had lost me?'" (p. 194). Perceiving that he is not getting any 

thoughts across to Mrs. Verloc, Adolf puts out the gas in the shop and 

retreats into the parlor (p. 196). 

Verloc in the first interview had wished to unburden his heart 

to Winnie. Winnie had cut him off by her conversation, but now in this 

final scene where Winnie is not speaking, Verloc is "taking that incur

ious woman into his confidence " (p. 198). Plagued by insomnia in the 

first two bedroom scenes, Verloc remarks to himself that possibly now 

"he could manage to get a night's sleep at last" (p. 199). Of course, 

the ironic reversal is that Verloc will indeed "get a night's sleep at 

last," an eternal night's sleep. In this scene there is no question 

as to who will put out the light, for Winnie has inadvertently forgotten 

to extinguish the gas; and for this reason, she leads Ossipon back to 

the Brett Place Shop, sealing her own destruction by unintentionally 

revealing the circumstances and the reasons behind her escape. Ossipon 

thereby obtains the knowledge about the Verlocs' domestic affairs, giv

ing rise to his plan to be rid of Winnie. 

The preceding four interviews reveal the complexity of Conrad's 

style as he consciously interweaves repetitions of incident. The inter

views discussed above combine the repetition of the interview motif and 

the repetition of the interview between the same characters, often 
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repeating events within the recurrent interviews. Several examples of 

reversal are present including role reversal. But the previous set 

of interviews is only one example of repetition of incident. Some 

other significances of the interview motif remain to be discussed: 

Chapters IX and XIII at the Silenus Restaurant between the Professor 

and Ossipon, Chapters V-VI and XI between Heat and the Assistant Com

missioner, Chapters VI and X between Michaelis's lady patroness and 

the Assistant Commissioner and Sir Ethelred. The repetitions that 

occur at the Silenus Restaurant are thematically and rhythmically impor

tant enough to examine in detail. 

The Silenus Restaurant is aptly suited to be the meeting place 

of the crazed Professor and the opportunist Comrade Ossipon. The first 

interviex^ in this dark, windowless, underground hall takes place on the 

day of the bombing. Ossipon envisions the restaurant "changed into a 

dreadful black hole belching horrible fumes choked with ghastly rubbish 

of smashed brickwork and mutilated corpses" (p. 66). Part of the 

macabre background of the Silenus is an "upright semi-grand piano near 

the door, flanked by two palms in pots which executed suddenly all by 

itself a valse tune with aggressive virtuousity. The din it raised was 

deafening" (p. 62). The mechanical piano reappears and clangs "through 

a mazurka with braven impetuousity, as though a vulgar and impudent 

ghost were showing off. The keys sank and rose mysteriously. Then all 

became still" (p. 66). The appearance and reappearance in close succes

sion of the mechanical piano reinforces the mechanical imagery in The 

Secret Agent. During the interview in Chapter XIII the piano is again 

heard in the background playing "through a valse cheekily" (p. 252). 
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In the first interview Ossipon is concerned about a newspaper headline 

dealing with the Greenwich Outrage. Comrade Ossipon presumes that the 

Professor knows something of the affair because of the Professor's 

reputation as a bomb expert. Ossipon and the Professor also presume 

that Verloc is dead, and Ossipon remarks that "'There's some mystery 

there'" (p. 74). Ironically it is the newspaper account of the "impene

trable mystery" of Winnie's suicide that haunts Ossipon in Chapter XIII. 

In Chapter IV the Professor, advises Ossipon: '"Fasten yourself upon 

the woman for all she's worth'" (p. 75). But it is the memory of Win

nie that fastens itself upon Ossipon. Both interviews end similarly 

with the Professor's leaving first, followed shortly thereafter by 

Ossipon. Two sets, then, of two chapters each end identically in The 

Secret Agent's reinforcing the rhythmic implications by thematically 

tying together Chapters III and VIII, IV and XIII. 

Other interviews, through examples of repetition of incident, 

will be explored in the discussion of theme, for these interviews, such 

as the ones between Heat and the Assistant Commissioner, while embodying 

repetition of incident, function rhythmically to emphasize theme. 

Multiple instances of repetition of incident in addition to the 

interview device corroborate the importance of rhythm in The Secret 

Agent. In Chapter I the narrator relates an incident concerning Stevie's 

one and only acquaintance with gainful employment. A friend of Stevie's 

father had employed Stevie as an office boy. After being told "tales of 

injustice and oppression," Stevie "touched off in quick succession a set 

of fierce rockets, angry Catherine x̂ 7heels, loudly exploding squibs" 

(p. 22). The narrator comments that "the matter might have turned out 



29 

very serious" (p. 22). As the office-boys preyed upon Stevie's inno

cent and easily excitable mind, so Verloc uses the boy's trust in him 

to further his anarchistic plans; Stevie is subsequently blown to bits, 

and "the matter turns out very serious." 

Other minor examples of repetition of incident turn up through

out the novel. The narrator relates that Verloc "generally arrived in 

London (like the influenza) from the Continent" (p. 19). In Chapter 

IX Verloc arrives from the Continent with a cold. In Chapter II Win

nie's romance with the butcher's son is reported (p. 45); Mr. Verloc on 

his early morning walk to the Embassy encounters "a butcher boy, driving 

with the noble recklessness of a charioteer at Olympic Gameŝ ' (p. 25); 

and in Chapter XII, after Winnie has murdered Verloc, "the memory of the 

early romance with the young butcher survived, tenacious" (p. 225). 

Repetition often occurs in The Secret Agent solely in relation 

to Conrad's use of time. For example. Chapters I and II take place on 

the same day at the same time. Chapter I opens with the phrase: "Verloc, 

going out in the morning" (p. 17). Chapter II opens with the phrase: 

"Such was the house, the household, and the business Mr. Verloc left 

behind him on his way westward at the hour of half-past ten in the morn

ing" (p. 23). This form of repetition, dependent upon time, also takes 

place in Chapters IV and XII. In Chapter IV Ossipon leaves the Silenus 

Restaurant intent on going to Mr. Verloc's shop to discover the facts 

concerning the bomb outrage. In Chapter XII Comrade Ossipon encounters 

Winnie on her way to the river; the narrator states that "Ossipon had 

been skulking for a good two hours in the neighborhood of Breet Street, 

unable to make up his mind for a bold move" (pp. 222-23). 
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The many faceted uses of repetition of incident rely upon 

diverse purposes. The interview, as repeated, functions structurally; 

random repetitions of incident are related to rhythm thematically, and 

other reiterations are dependent on the time-shift technique. 

Conrad uses repetition of character within the family group of 

Stevie, Winnie, and their mother. Physically, of course, there are 

some parallels between the three, but more importantly, mental and psy

chological parallels exist. Ossipon serves admirably as a suspect 

interpreter of physiognomous traits. As a student of Lombroso, Ossipon 

concerns himself with the "idiot" boy's appearances and actions. \̂ l̂en 

the anarchists gather at Verloc's home for a meeting, Ossipon inspects 

Stevie at length and remarks "'Very good. Very characteristic, per

fectly typical . . . . Typical of this form of degeneracy—these draw

ings, I mean'' (p. 50). As a response to Verloc's query about the 

degeneracy of the boy, Ossipon pontificates: '"That's what he may be 

called scientifically. Very good type, too, altogether, of that sort 

of degenerate. It's enough to glance at the lobes of his ears. If you 

read Lombroso—'" (p. 50). The narrator's descriptions of Stevie sup

port Ossipon's diagnosis. While Stevie is seated at the kitchen table, 

immersed in drawing his "corruscating whirl of circles," the narrator 

records Stevie's physical features: "His back quivered, his thin neck, 

sunk into a deep hollow at the base of the skull, seemed ready to snap" 

(p. 49). The narrator, however, is quick to point out that Ossipon has 

a "bush of crinkly hair, . . . a red, freckled face, with a flattened 

nose and prominent mouth cast in the rough mold of the negro type. His 



31 

almond-shaped eyes leered languidly over the high cheek bones" (p. 48). 

Later, the narrator expresses that "the disdainful pout of Comrade 

Ossipon's thick lips accentuated the negro type of his face" (p. 53). 

These remarks are as deprecatory for Ossipon as those assigned by him 

to Stevie, if not more so. 

Earlier in the story Stevie is described as "delicate and, in 

a frail way, good-looking, too, except for the vacant droop of his 

lower lip. . . . A brusque question caused him to stutter to the point 

of suffocation. When startled by anything perplexing he used to squint 

horribly" (p. 21). Stevie's character and his responses to life are 

most fully explored in the episode concerning the ride to and from the 

Charity House. Stevie reacts violently to the cab driver's cruelty to 

his horse: "Excitement as usual had robbed him of the power of connec

ted speech" (p. 135). After Winnie's mother has been disposed of, 

Stevie "advanced fearlessly with the woman [Winnie] on his arm, but his 

lower lip drooped. . . . Their resemblance to each other was so pro

nounced as to strike casual passers-by" (p. 145). The narrator comments 

on Stevie's mental capacity by stating that "the more intense his think

ing, the slacker was the droop of his lower jaw" (p. 147), thus accent

uating his deficiency. Continually the narrator refers to Stevie's 

vacant stare and the droop of his lip. Winnie's repetition of Stevie's 

character is most notable in the murder scene immediately prior to Win

nie's stabbing Verloc. As Winnie approaches Mr. Verloc, it was "as if 

the homeless soul of Stevie had flown for shelter straight to the breast 

of his sister, guardian, and protector, the resemblance of her face with 
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that of her brother grew at every step, even to the droop of the lower 

lip, even to the slight divergence of the eyes" (p. 215). 

Ossipon, self-styled master of physiognomy, observes the simi

larity between Stevie and Winnie, but only after he discovers that 

Winnie is a murderer. While Winnie and Ossipon are waiting for a car

riage on the train, the omniscient narrator delves into Ossipon's mind: 

He was scientific, and he gazed scientifically at that 
woman, the sister of a degenerate, a degenerate herself— 
of a murdering type. He gazed at her, and invoked Lombroso, 
as an Italian peasant recommends himself to his favorite 
saint. He gazed scientifically. He gazed at her cheeks, at 
her nose, at her eyes, at her ears. . . . Bad! . . . Fatal! 
Mrs. Verloc's pale lips parting, slightly relaxed under his 
passionately attentive gaze, he gazed also at her teeth. . 
. . Not a doubt remained . . . a murdering type. . . . If 
Comrade Ossipon did not recommend his terrified soul to 
Lombroso, it was only because on scien̂ '.ific grounds he 
could not believe that he carried about him such a thing as 
a soul. 

"He was an extraordinary lad, that brother of yours. Most 
interesting to study. A perfect type in a way. Perfect!" 

"It's almost incredible the resemblance there was between 
you two," pursued Ossipon, giving a voice to his abiding 
dread, and trying to conceal his nervous, sickening impa
tience for the train to start. "Yes, he resembled you." 

(p. 242) 

Winnie and her mother repeat each other physically and mentally, 

but the mental parallels are the most striking. They repeat each other 

in their reciprocal misunderstanding of motives: Winnie does not under

stand why her mother moves to the Charity House; Winnie's mother mis

understands Winnie's motives for marrying Verloc. 

Role reversal is an interesting variation of both repetition of 

incident and repetition of character; for example, in the first two bed

room scenes Winnie dominates the conversation; in the last scene between 
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Adolf and Winnie, Adolf dominates. The tones of speaking to their 

respective mate are also reversed. Winnie is condescending in the 

first scenes, Adolf in the latter. 

Role reversal is also a by-product of the type of character 

relationship that exists in The Secret Agent. The employee-employer 

or inferior-superior gradation characterizes different figures, and 

there is a constant playing off of these polarities that, in turn, 

creates a humorous tone in this almost consistently bitter, macabre 

work. Adolf Verloc, triple agent, provacateur, is in the employ of a 

foreign embassy where his superior is M. Vladimir; Verloc is an inform

ant for the police where his contact is Chief Inspector Heat: Verloc 

is also a member of an anarchist group composed of among others, Yundt, 

the Professor, Ossipon, and Michaelis, however, in this group there is 

no strongly delineated inferior-superior relationship. Chief Inspec

tor Heat is answerable to the Assistant Commissioner, who, in turn, is 

answerable to Sir Ethelred; but, more importantly he is also answerable 

to his wife, Annie, whose friend is the lady patroness of Michaelis. 

The complexity of these interrelationships is readily apparent in the 

Assistant Commissioner's circumstance. Heat is, in a way, answerable 

to the Professor and his deadly detonator. Mr. Vladimir fears the 

police and, in turn, demonstrates his inferiority in his interview with 

the Assistant Commissioner. 

The juxtaposition of employee-employer and inferior-superior is 

carried into the more personal realm through the concept of authority. 

From this vantage point Stevie, Winnie, and their mother are all under 

Verloc's authority. Because of the complexity of their relationships, 
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coupled with the number of interview scenes, the possibilities for role 

reversal become immense; for in every interview save a couple, there is 

a condenscension characteristic of the inferior-superior relationship, 

and given the repetitions, these characters change from dominant figure 

to dominated figure with lightening rapidity. In the first interview 

scene Vladimir and Wurmt bully and dominate Verloc. In the second 

scene at the Verloc's, Adolf is presented as the authoritarian figure 

in the home. 

Perhaps the most interesting examples occur among the police 

sector between Heat, the Assistant Commissioner, and Sir Ethelred. Not 

only are the employee-employer relationships invoked, but there is a 

conscious attempt on the part of the inferior character in the inter

view to obscure important knowledge or omit mention of it to the super

ior character, and on the highest level of government portrayed in the 

novel, there is a conscious attempt on Sir Ethelred's part to keep him

self in ignorance. Repeatedly he states "'No, No details, please'" 

(p. 184). 

Conrad's rhythmic creation of these multifarious reiterative 

possibilities indicates the wealth of interrelationships existing in 

this work. Repetition with variation, whether of phrase, incident, or 

character strengthens the structure of The Secret Agent by stitching 

beginning with end. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE BANNER AND THE EXPANDING SYMBOL 

The difference between the banner and the expanding symbol is 

a difference in depth, perception, and complication. Forster intro

duced the term "banner" to indicate a symbol that reappears, but does 

not develop. It is unchanging, regular. E. K. Brown distinguishes 

2 
more precisely the banner and its antithesis, the expanding symbol. 

The banner is a fixed symbol, almost entirely repetitious; according 

to Brown the banner lacks the fullness of depth, perception, and com

plication, usually associated with the expanding symbol. Banners 

reappear in a work with no change and no accretion of meaning. As 

Forster and Brown argue, the banner attains symbolic significance as 

it is reiterated throughout a novel, but the expanding symbol changes 

and develops, especially through its accretion of meaning. The banner 

has initial meaning; therefore, it provides for some understanding, but 

this understanding attains more depth in the expanding symbol, which 

appears and reappears with little regularity; it accretes meaning; it 

enhances its own value through reappearance. The expanding symbol is 

a bridge leading the reader to importances beyond story, person, and 

3 
setting. Brown's statement that rhythm is an order has been quoted 

earlier. The expanding symbol, as one part of rhythm, is thus an order. 

Because no matter how much it expands, the expanding symbol retains its 

nucleus. Its constancy is a reassurance of order; and, as Brown 

35 
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writes, "for all its elusiveness, the expanding symbol in its rhythmic 

evolution is a form of order." 

Symbols in The Secret Agen_t are plentiful and easy to identify; 

however, deciding which of these symbols is a fixed symbol or banner 

creates difficulty. Brown cites as an example of the banner the bridge 

in Thornton Wilder's novel The Bridge of San Luis Rey and explains that 

while several characters travel to the bridge and all have varying 

thoughts, the bridge "tells nothing that we might not have known at the 

end of the first exploration. . . . The bridge accretes no new meaning, 

it has no fringe of unexhausted suggestions." 

The Secret Agent contains several banners or objects that func

tion symbolically yet do not grow or change. Both Wilfred Dowden and 

Donald C. Yelton have analyzed symbols and metaphors in The Secret 

Agent. Dowden's remarks on the novel concentrate on imagery as it 

affects tone, and of central importance to him are images of light and 

dark. In the novel light appears as the "blood-red glare of gaslight," 

or the bloodshot London sun; and the dark in the novel is the veil of 

night or the suffocating fog of day in South London. The glare of gas

light recurs frequently, and all of Conrad's descriptions of London 

mention the stifling fog. These objects symbolize the artificiality of 

life lived by the squalid characters of the novel. Rather significantly, 

Dowden views the end of the novel, which is set in bright daylight, and 

thus a deliverance from darkness and fog, to restore the "common light 

of everyday life." 

Yelton's Memesis and Metaphor devotes considerable attention to 

analyzing symbols in The Secret Agent, particularly the carving knife. 
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which appears and reappears. In the first bedroom scene (Chapter III) 

Winnie tells Adolf that she "had to take the carving knife from the 

boy" (p. 61). The same knife appears twice in the murder scene when 

Verloc ravenously attacks the "roast beef, laid out in the likeness of 

funeral baked meats for Stevie's obsequies" (p. 208), and again when 

Winnie, starting forward in response to Adolf's wooing, "passed on 

towards the sofa, the carving knife had vanished without the slightest 

sound from the side of the dish" (p. 215) and found a home in Adolf's 

breast. The knife is a banner; from its first appearance to the last 

the meaning of the knife never changes. It symbolizes the carnality 

and brutality of the world in which the characters of The Secret Agent 

exist. Other fixed symbols are plentiful in the novel. Stevie sits 

and draws circles for hours on end, symbolizing his insularity, the 

other characters' isolation, and the self-centeredness of all of the 

characters in the novel as they work for their own purposes. Verloc's 

journeys are circular, as are the journeys of many other characters. 

Chapters begin in a geographical location to which the characters even

tually return. Triangles are fixed symbols also. Verloc has been 

identified by a triangle in his earlier, more influential days when he 

worked for the Baron Stott Wartenheim. Verloc, at the outset of the 

novel, is a triple agent working for the police, the Embassy, and the 

amarchists. Another trinity exists in Verloc's three-fold family 

obligations to Winnie, Stevie, and Winnie's mother. Brett Place is tri

angular, and the scrap of cloth that identifies Stevie is triangular. 

Since several critics have adequately analyzed the symbolic 

value of the banners, the remainder of this chapter will be devoted 
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to an examination of the expanding symbol. E. K. Brown has set forth 

his criteria for the expanding symbol by contrasting it with the fixed 

symbol: 

The expanding symbol is a device far more appropriate for 
rendering an emotion, an idea, that by its largeness or its 
subtlety cannot be wholly explicit. The fixed symbol is 
almost entirely repeLitioa; the expanding symbol is repeti
tion balanced by variation, and that variation is in pro
gressively deepening disclosure. By the slow uneven way in 
which it accretes meaning from the succession of contexts 
in which it occurs; by the mysterious life of its own it 
takes on and supports ; by the part of its meaning that even 
on the last page of the novel it appears still to withhold— 
the expanding symbol responds to the impulses of the novel
ist who is aware that he cannot give us the core of his 
meaning, but strains to reveal now this aspect of it, now 
that aspect, in a sequence of sudden flashes.9 

The best examples of the expanding symbol in Conrad's novels occur in 

works other than The Secret Agent. In Nostromo the silver mine accretes 

meaning as it is viewed in a succession of contexts by various people; 

and in Victory Axel Heyst's possessions from his father's home change 

in symbolic meaning for Heyst, the ultimate meaning of the goods evolv

ing through the various contexts. Though not so clear-cut or so easily 

recognizable as the examples, but at least as accretive in The Secret 

Agent, is ink, a symbol embodying both pervasiveness and subtlety. On 

the first page of the novel the narrator describes the shop window con

taining "bottles of marking ink" (p. 17). On the last page the news

paper article printed in ink echoes its haunting refrain in Ossipon's 

guilt ridden mind: "'An impenetrable mystery . . . .'" (p. 252). 

References to ink occur throughout the novel indicating the ink's per

vasiveness; yet critically the importance of ink as an expanding symbol 

has been neglected. Ink is associated with the main characters of the 
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novel in several ways. The Chief Inspector, visiting the Assistant 

Commissioner, "found him, pen in hand, bent over a great table bestrewn 

with papers, as if worshipping an enormous double inkstand of bronze 

and crystal" (p. 89). The Assistant Commissioner is very dependent on 

paper and ink, although ink is his means of communication, it is a 

very faulty link to his subordinates: he feels that he is "at the 

mercy of his subordinate officers, who have their own conceptions of 

loyalty . . . . He felt himself dependent on too many subordinates 

and too many masters" (p. 91). While conversing with Heat about Mich

aelis, the supposed perpetrator of the outrage, the Assistant Commis

sioner feels '"stuck in a litter of paper'" (p. 103). Sir Ethelred 

devotes his time to penning a Fisheries Bill and, when confronted with 

unpleasant knowledge, exclaims to the Assistant Commissioner: "'Don't 

go into details. I have no time for that'" (p. 119). The anarchists' 

lives are inextricably connected to ink. The Professor exclaims to 

Ossipon: "The condemned social order has not been built up on paper 

and ink, and I don't fancy that a combination of paper and ink will 

ever put an end to it" (p. 70). Because Michaelis is unable to communi

cate verbally (having "lost the ability of consecutive thinking" (p. 74) 

in prison), he uses ink to reveal his life. Marking ink becomes impor

tant because of the ironic implications of its use—for example, Winnie 

marks Stevie's clothing with his address in order to identify the boy 

in case he gets lost. Through this act Winnie seals her own fate, for 

only through Heat's discovery of the triangular piece of cloth with 

Stevie's address does Heat guess at the truth concerning the outrage. 
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Ink as a medium for communication serves ironically opposite 

purposes. Ossipon writes fruitless and futile pamphlets. Michaelis's 

written word is incomprehensible. Verloc's written reports to the 

Embassy are poorly couched phrases and jumbles of worthless information 

designed to keep him on as secret agent in perpetuity; long ago Verloc's 

reports ceased containing valuable information. The address in Stevie's 

coat, the one piece of communication that the characters in The Secret 

Agent least desire to have communicated, is, of course, the only written 

material that succeeds in its purpose. Ink, from the first mention to 

the last, grows, changes, and accretes meaning. Ink, as an expanding 

symbol, is a linking device on the same order as repetition, but it is 

more complex than repetition, embracing more thematically, structurally, 

rhythmically. Brown notes that there is a residue of mystery surround

ing the expanding symbol because the symbol does not hold the same asso

ciations or meanings for all the characters. Brown also notes that the 

character's response to the symbol "is an index to value in a charac

ter." In The Secret Agent one may view a character's response to ink 

as an indicator of relative value. All of the characters associated 

with ink except Winnie use ink to hamper and slow communication. Only 

Winnie, when she marks Stevie's coat, is striving to communicate and 

protect her brother, and she is the only character associated positively 

with ink, thus indicating her relative value. 



CHAPTER V 

THE INTERWEAVING THEME 

What E. M. Forster had discussed as "difficult rhythm" E. K. 

Brown renames the "interweaving theme," and argues that this rhythm, 

more elusive and com.plex than simple repetition is the "rhythmic rela

tionship between the parts of a prose fiction." Brown seeks to clarify 

the relationship between this difficult rhythm and the other simpler 

rhythm: "In the interweaving of themes as in the management of grada

tion in character and incident, the novelist is achieving his effect by 

2 
repetition modified by variation." But the single most important 

ingredient of the interweaving theme is its ability to generalize a 

writer's effect. Conrad's ability to make authorial comments in his 

own work without resorting to the explicit comment of most of the Vic

torian novelists places Conrad into the realm of the moderns. Indeed, 

Conrad was modern enough to have the critics misunderstand his inten

tions. An early anonymous reviewer set the standard of contemporary 

critical comment by viewing The Secret Agent as a group of unrelated 

episodes. An examination of Conrad's use of interweaving themes estab

lishes the modernity of the novel. 

In The Secret Agent themes interweave through repetition and 

variation in an interactive relationship. A review of the various 

critics' analyses of the themes and their interweavings in The Secret 

Agent will complete the investigation of rhythm. 

41 



42 

The most striking theme in The Secret Agent is that concerned 

with knowledge or the lack of it. In Conrad's Politics, Avrom Fleish

man states that the lack of knowledge and comm.unication and its result, 

secrecy, causes a fragmentation of society and that knowledge is the 

solvent which brings partial community. In the discussion of character 

reversal I mentioned this fragmentation of society through secrecy; 

Chief Inspector Heat and the Professor are good examples of members of 

a fragmented society. Security for both Heat and the Professor lies 

in the knowledge of the Professor's destructive capabilities. On the 

other hand, Winnie, who firmly believes that life does not bear much 

looking into, shuns knowledge, and the Home Secretary, by shunning 

details, also shuns knowledge. Verloc's lack of knowledge about Win

nie's true motive for marriage causes his death. If the lack of know

ledge brings destruction, the discovery of that knowledge only serves 

3 
to seal that destruction. Inured to a life of secrecy, Winnie, when 

she learns Adolf's secrets, loses her ability to deal with knowledge; 

she can only know the brutal fact of the death of Stevie, who ironic

ally, is the only person who actively seeks knowledge: "Unlike his 

sister, who put her trust in face values, he wished to go to the bottom 

of the matter" (p. 147). 

Interwoven with the ideas of knowledge and secrecy are the recur

rences of the key word "private" and the theme of privacy. Verloc 

considers himself the defender of private property; yet he is its most 

active assailant. Chief Inspector Heat uses private information, visits 

Verloc as a private citizen, and puts his private interests (the 
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Protection of Verloc because of his usefulness as an informant) ahead 

of official duty. 

Also closely associated with the theme of knowledge is the 

theme of physical qualities and their correlation. All of the main 

characters except Stevie and the Assistant Commissioner are corpulent 

and lazy. Conversely, then, thinness is associated with activity. 

Stevie, active and desirous of knowledge, wishes to get to the bottom 

of the matter. The Assistant Commissioner is also active, although he 

pursues the personal protection of Michaelis in order to protect him

self. 

The theme of mental deficiency is also prominent in The Secret 

Agent. Stevie is usually thought of as the prime example, but this 

theme interweaves and involves other characters. The work abounds in 

such phrases as "intellectual idiots," "every imbecile with an income," 

"idiotic vanity," and "imbecile bourgeoise." Comrade Ossipon talks 

about his favorite saint, Lombroso, and types people according to Lom

broso' s citation of human deficiencies. The police believe that all 

the anarchists are idiots and vice versa. The theme of madness in the 

public world has parallels in this domestic tale also. Heat considers 

the Assistant Commissioner a fool. Vladimir considers Verloc a fool 

Stevie, who is mentally deficient, is the only character who is not 

portrayed as a fool. The madness inherent in this domestic tale is 

illustrated in the narrator's statement that Winnie "could not bear to 

see the boy hurt. It maddened her" (p. 44). Ironically, Winnie 

actually does go insane when she learns of Stevie's fate. 
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Isolation or insularity of character is another theme Conrad 

employs. The characters in The Secret Agent exist within their own 

egoistic circles. The Professor, for instance, lives alone, totally 

isolating himself from society, and works alone perfecting a detonator 

to destroy that society. Winnie's mother takes it upon herself to 

move from the Verloc's home, secretly making all her plans before 

informing her daughter. The isolation of Chief Inspector Heat and Ver

loc, who also work secretly, creates irony because it prevents communi

cation between characters. 

Mechanism as a theme appears throughout the work. Numerous 

references to time make it possible to establish to the minute many of 

the activities. In the death scene, Winnie mistakes the dripping of 

Verloc's blood for the ticking of the clock. Winnie and Adolf go to 

bed with the clock ticking. Stevie sits underneath the clock drawing 

his circles, symbols of eternity. The Home Secretary watches and regu

lates his actions by a clock. Winnie "is amazed that the clock does 

not measure accurately the time she thinks it took to murder her hus

band" (p. 20). Further references to mechanism are the train that 

speeds Winnie to the channel boat and the telegrams and the newspapers 

which, instead of personal contact between the characters, serve as the 

media for information. Both the outrage and Winnie's suicide are reported 

in this way. The mechanical piano pounds out its discordant notes at the 

Silenus Restaurant. Characters react mechanically. Conrad refers to 

Verloc as an automaton. Only after the facade of illusion is broken are 

the characters able to react humanly. 
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Another interesting analysis of theme is Joseph Fradin's treat

ment of the female and her roles in "Anarchist, Detective, and Saint: 

6 
The Possibilities of Action in The Secret Agent." The relationships 

between the sexes become significant in relation to the theme of iso

lation. The Professor is not sexually associated with a woman, but he 

is dependent on his detonator. Conrad's macabre humor leads him to 

show the Professor's close relationship with his detonator, a sort of 

sexual extension of the man. Verloc demonstrates an animal-like 

dependency on Winnie. Ossipon preys on gullible girls and women, his 

relationships with women being parasitic. Yundt is kept alive by an 

old woman, and Michaelis lives off the Great Lady Patroness. The 

dependency on women extends even beyond the anarchistic circles, for 

the Assistant Commissioner fears his wife because of her friendship 

with Michaelis's patroness. 

Still another approach to The Secret Agent is that taken by 

Robert Hertz who views the murder scene as a veritable fugue that results 

from interweaving, creating dramatic tension and a force between illusion 

and reality. Hertz description of Winnie and Adolf operating in dis

cordant contrapuntality as if each embodied a different melody is thought 

provoking in its application of musical terminology to the novel. The 

focus in the death scene is the relationship of the part to the whole, 

the characters to the scene, the theme to the entire work. 

The most important and complex interweaving is that of the themes 

of death, cannibalism, and butchery. The Cab of Death delivers Winnie, 

her mother, and Stevie to the Charity House. A casket of wood is 
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displayed in the window of the Brett Street shop. Stevie is exploded 

into a million fragments by a bomb. Verloc is stabbed. Winnie had a 

romance with a butcher's son; later she commits suicide. Vladimir 

tells Verloc that he "would never dream of directing [him] to organize 

a mere butchery" (p. 40). Yundt, declaring that the nature of present 

economic conditions is cannabilistic, goes on to say that "they are 

nourishing their greed on the quivering flesh and the warm blood of 

the people—nothing else" (p. 53). After Stevie's death. Heat remarks 

that his remains resemble the "by-products of a butcher's shop" (p. 82). 

It is ironic that, shortly before he dies, Verloc carves meat, for he 

soon becomes merely meat himself. Objects of violence, such as bombs 

and knives, are numerous. Ossipon imagines at the Silenus Restaurant 

that "the over-lighted place changed into a dreadful black hole belch

ing horrible fumes choked with ghastly rubbish of smashed brick-work 

and mutilated corpses" (p. 66). The butchery theme climaxes when Win

nie stabs Adolf. Winnie "was afraid of the gallows" (p. 219). Over 

and over the phrase '"the drop given was fourteen feet,'" reverberated 

in her mind (p. 220). This complexity of interweaving establishes much 

of the macabre humor of the novel. 

The interweaving theme can, therefore, be seen as the most complex 

type of repetition with variation. The repetitions carry the thematic 

significance of the story, and the complexity of the themes and their 

interrelationships demonstrate Conrad's achievement. All of the themes 

of The Secret Agent interrelate; knowledge, ignorance, and secrecy are 

states that depend on each other because in full knowledge there would 
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be no ignorance or secrecy. The theme of isolation prevents communica

tion, inciting secrecy and barring knowledge. 

According to Brown, the interweaving theme exists in a cyclical 

arrangement. Brown discusses the interweaving theme in four very dif

ferent novels: War and Peace, To the Lighthouse, Passage to India, and 

o 

The Professor ' s House. In War and Peace the interweaving themes 

exhibi t a rhythmic r i s e - f a l l - r i s e of the generations. In To the Light

house the three parts of the novel display a theme of in tegra t ion , then 

d is in tegra t ion followed by a re in tegra t ion. Fors te r ' s masterpiece 

A Passage to India superbly i l l u s t r a t e s his own concept. This novel 

also has three main sect ions: the f i r s t section "in which ev i l creeps 

about weakly," the second "in which ev i l streams for th ," and the thi rd 
9 

"in which ev i l i s forced to recede." Willa Gather's The Professor 's 

House also resembles the sonata form of the other three novels. Two 

very unrelated parts of Gather's novel "are brought into a profound 

un i ty , " through interweaving themes. 

The Secret Agent demonstrates a cycl ical arrangement l ike that 

of A Passage to India. The r i se of ev i l and the receding of evi l to 

an eventual return to normalcy describes the action of The Secret Agent, 

especial ly in l igh t of Dowden's analysis of the reason for the end of 

the novel taking place in daylight , symbolizing a return to the "common 

l igh t of everyday l i f e . " 



CHAPTER VI 

THE STRUCTURAL IMPLICATIONS OF RHYTHM 

Rhythm p l a y s an impor tan t p a r t i n de t e rmin ing the s t r u c t u r e of 

The S e c r e t Agent ; s i n c e the func t ion of rhythm i s to connect p a r t t o 

w h o l e , t o l i n k , to s t i t c h , rhythm i s i n e x t r i c a b l y t i e d to s t r u c t u r e 

b o t h e x t e r n a l l y and i n t e r n a l l y . The i n t e r p l a y and r e s o l u t i o n of t h e 

p a r t s b r i n g about a s e n s e of u n i t y , an e f f e c t most d e s i r a b l e i n the 

p u r p o s e l y fragmented n a r r a t i v e of The Sec re t Agent , which c r e a t e s a 

demand upon the r e a d e r ' s a e s t h e t i c p e r c e p t i o n s through t i m e - s h i f t . 

Th i s a b i l i t y t o p e r c e i v e t he r e l a t i o n s h i p s , t o d i s c e r n the meaning, 

and t o approach t h e knowledge of Conrad ' s i n d i r e c t a u t h o r i a l comments 

i s a i d e d by Conrad ' s a r t i s t i c employment of rhythm. 

Simple rhythm i s i n v a l u a b l e for s e v e r a l r e a s o n s . Though a t 

f i r s t t h e r e a d e r p e r c e i v e s rhythm as mere r e p e t i t i o n , he q u i c k l y r e a l 

i z e s t h a t r e p e t i t i o n can s e r v e to e s t a b l i s h an o r d e r , p r i m i t i v e though 

i t may a t f i r s t seem. Brown f e e l s t h a t s imple r e p e t i t i o n depends on a 

sequence i n t i m e . Conrad s k i l l f u l l y r e p e a t s an i n c i d e n t i n t h e n a r r a 

t i v e — f o r example , V e r l o c ' s l e a v i n g the B r e t t P l a c e Shop a t the b e g i n 

n i n g of Chap te r s I and I I — a n d r e l a t e s i t b o t h t empora l l y and s p a t i a l l y , 

A sequence i n t ime i n v o l v e s t h e r e a d e r ' s p e r c e p t i o n of t h e e v e n t ; y e t 

t h e i n c i d e n t i n b o t h c h a p t e r s i s o c c u r r i n g a t t he same t i m e . Thus t h e 

two o c c u r r e n c e s of i n c i d e n t a r e r e l a t e d s p a t i a l l y . 

48 
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The en t i re rhythmic process, whether i t consists of simple 

rhythm, the expanding symbol, or the interweaving theme, i s based on 

the combination of that which i s repeated and i t s var iab le , with the 

repeated as the ruling factor; the nucleus is always a pivotal point 

for the reader. By Conrad's careful use of the gradation of variation— 

for example, the dominant-subordinate reversal relat ionships between 

characters—the rhythm evokes surprise and s o l i c i t s the reader 's a t t en

t i on , thus adding a new dimension to one's response to the novel. 

These r epe t i t i ve devices of word, phrase, character, and incident , 

which are akin to recurrent motifs in music, serve to draw the aware 

reader ' s a t ten t ion to the unity and s t ructure of the novel, a unity 

unperceived by the unaware reader. 

The expanding symbol, ink in The Secret Agent, i s repet i t ion 

balanced by var ia t ion in a progressively deepening disclosure. The ink 

becomes a device for determining character value in i t s penetrating 

pervasiveness and encompassing relat ionship with the characters . Yet 

throughout the novel, though disclosure deepens, there i s never an 

e x p l i c i t suggestion of the ink 's symbolic overtones, and this subtlety 

on Conrad's part i s what one comes to admire. Brown's comments on the 

effect and function of the device as being more important than the 

device i t s e l f are useful to consider especially when one real izes that 

the ink in The Secret Agent has received l i t t l e c r i t i c a l not ice . Like 

r e p e t i t i o n , the expanding symbol reminds the reader of a not easi ly 

discemable order. 

J: y l n *••' 
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Interweaving themes also serve to tie a work together struc

turally, especially in The Secret Agent. The fragmented narrative 

becomes more orderly for the reader who can perceive the intricate 

relationships of the novel. Not only is the structure of The Secret 

^g^^t parallel to the structure of Passage to India, as pointed out 

earlier, but these works are also related rhythmically. The Secret 

Agent consists of blocks of sound or sections, but Conrad has purposely 

shifted the blocks. Forster's novel is irregular, but Conrad's novel 

is more irregular, more complicated. 

Conrad utilizes the irregularity of the time-shift technique 

in order to bring into psychological focus one point in time—for 

example, the dramatic slow down of time achieved in the murder scene 

through the repetition of the phrase "they were leisurely enough" (pp. 

215-16). Conrad wants the reader to partake in the intense perception 

of a moment; the prime moment is, of course, the bombing, which is 

never depicted; yet everything revolves around this single outrage. 

Surely Conrad proves himself a master by accomplishing the feat of 

writing a novel concerned with an action which is never depicted, only 

alluded to. 

Of several critical analyses on the structure of The Secret 

Agent,the most recent and enlightening is Hoffman's Comedy and Form in 

the Fiction of Joseph Conrad, in which he states that "the novel is 

built upon and develops through a series of interwoven themes. . . . 

There is . . . a grouping of postures and stances, each one mocked and 

exposed, a mockery which come from incongruities and imagery, from 
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juxtapositions which clarify, from relationships which double and which 

define in their similarities to other relationships." The interwoven 

theme creates a contrapuntality in the structure creating yet another 

rhythmic dimension. Hoffman states that it is the patterning of the 

irony and the incongruity which creates the macabre comedy of the nar

rative, and patterning, the imposition of an order that never seems 

3 
imposed, is the key to the structure. 

Most critics feel that there is technically no finer Conrad 

novel than The Secret Agent. It is so tightly planned, conceived, and 

organized, that not one episode could be deleted from this "digres

sive" work. F. R. Leavis states that "the irony of The Secret Agent 

is not a matter of insistent and obvious 'significance' of tone, or 

the endless repetition of a simple formula . . . . The effect depends 

upon an interplay of contrasting moral perspective, and the rich eco-

4 
nomy of pattern they make." It was noted in Chapter I that Robin Lee 

stated that the "structure is dictated by Conrad's choice of a certain 

mode of presentation of the narrative Jinversive method and repetition], 

and contributes itself, in turn, to the emotional effect of the book 

and to the development of its themes." Leo Gurko, "The Secret Agent: 

Conrad's Vision of Megalopolis," remarks that "Conrad is driven by his 

theme to embrace the structure that he does. . . . Conrad deliberately 

cultivates an emotional gap between the reader and his fictional figures, 

a gap which his formidable irony prevents us from bridging." Beach 

expounds at great length on the modem tendency to deformalization. He 

declares that continuous action novels are too unlike ordinary experi

ence; and though deformalization gives a want of continuity,it does give 
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the work a sort of rhythm, a sense of movement, constituted by repeti

tion, recurrence of theme, and a lyrical agitation of the stream of 

consciousness. 

What all these critics have in common is the stress they place 

on the relationship betî een structure and theme, irony, order, contrast, 

narration, and repetition. Lynne Cheney's article "Joseph Conrad's 

The Secret Agent and Graham Greene's It's A Battlefield: A Study in 

o 

Structural Meaning" deals with the use of structure to produce meaning. 

Cheney feels that there is less concern for certain objects as symbol, 

but rather more concern for them as linking parts; thus, "the structure 

9 

leads us to what is important." Through rhythm by way of the struc

ture, the reader is able to perceive the events of the novel in their 

fullest ironic relationships, and since Conrad wrote The Secret Agent 

to be an "intense perception of its subject within a limited space, 

the result, inevitably is repetition." 

Considering the multitude of material repeated and interwoven 

by Conrad, the suitability of the structure to the ironic intent is 

apparent. Brown's justification for an isolated study of rhythm in 

prose, quoted in Chapter I above, bears repeating at this point: "Iso

lating a single element or group of elements in the novel, and consider

ing it in unreal separation from all the other elements with which it 

actually fuses, is artificial, but so is all criticism. The artificial

ity is justified if when one turns back from the criticism to the novels 

these appear more intelligible and more delightful. That is the test." 

An examination of rhythm in all its multifarious aspects does indeed 

make The Secret Agent more intelligible and more delightful than it 
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would be otherwise, for rhythm in prose is yet another aspect of the 

novel, a way to view a magnificent work of art. But perhaps the most 

profitable reason for an examination of rhythm is E. K. Brown's comment 

on order: "Repetition is the strongest assurance an author can give 

of order; the extraordinary complexity of the variations is the remin-

..12 
der that the order is so involute that it must remain a mystery." 

But it is this mystery which will perhaps lead the curious reader to 

turn again and again to The Secret Agent in an attempt to explore the 

many aspects that contribute to its success as a work of art. 
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Georgia Press, 1952). I have borrowed several terms from Mr. Brown to 
facilitate my discussion of rhythm in The Secret Agent. 

2 
Avrom Fleishman, Conrad's Politics, p. 190. 
3 
Fleishman, Conrad's Politics, p. 189. 

Marion C. Michael, "Conrad's 'Definite Intention' in The Secret 
Agent," Conradiana, 1 (Summer 1968), 10. 

CHAPTER III 

Jack Shadoian, "Irony Triumphant: Verloc's Death," Conradiana, 
3 (1971-1972), 85. 

2 
Hagan, pp. 148-64. 
o 

David L. Kubal, "The Secret Agent and the Mechanical Chaos," 
Bucknell Review, 15 (1967), 65-77. 

Stallman, pp. 148-64. 

Hagan, p. 149. 

For a thorough discussion of Lombroso's influence on Conrad, see 
Robert G. Jacobs, "Comrade Ossipon's Favorite Saint: Lombroso and 
Conrad," Nineteenth Century Fiction, 23 (1968), 74-84. 

CHAPTER IV 

Forster, p. 167. 

2 
E. K. Brown, pp. 33-59. 
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3 
E. K. Brown, p. 58. 

4 
E. K. Brown, p. 58. 

E. K. Brown, p. 43. 

6 
Dowden, p. 112. 

Dowden, p. 123. 
g 
Donald C. Yelton, Mimesis and Metaphor: An Inquiry into the 

Genesis and Scope of Conrad's Symbolic Imagery (The Hague: Mouton, 
1967), pp. 254-55. 

9 
E. K. Brown, pp. 56-57. 

E. K. Brown, p. 51. 

CHAPTER V 

E. K. Brown, p. 64. 

2 
E. K. Brown, p. 70. 
3 
Fleishman, Conrad's Politics, p. 193. 

Fleishman, Conrad's Politics, p. 193. 

For a more detailed analysis, see David L. Kubal, "The Secret 
Agent and the Mechanical Chaos," Bucknell Review, 65-77. 

Joseph I. Fradin, "Anarchist, Detective, and Saint: The Pos
sibilities of Action in The Secret Agent," PMLA, 83 (October 1968), 
1414-22. 

Herts, pp. 214-25. 

Q 

E. K. Brown, pp. 63-86. 
9 
E. K. Brown, p. 113. 

E. K. Brown, p. 75. 

Dowden, p. 123. 
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CHAPTER VI 

E. K. Brown, p. 17. 

2 
Stanton de Voren Hoffman, Comedy and Form in the Fiction of 

Joseph Conrad (The Hague: Mouton, 1969), p. 119. 

3 
Hoffman, p. 125. 

4 
F. R. Leavis, The Great Tradition (New York: New York University 

Press, 1963), p. 210. 

Lee, p. 193. 

Leo Gurko, "The Secret Agent: Conrad's Vision of Megalopolis," 
Modern Fiction Studies, 4 (1958-59), 308. 

Joseph Warren Beach, The Twentieth Century Novel: Studies in 
Technique (New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1932), pp. 334-35. 

o 

Cheney, pp. 117-31. 
9 
Cheney, p. 120. 

Fleishman, Conrad's Politics, p. 189. 

E. K. Brown, p. 7. 

12 
E. K. Brown, p. 115. 
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