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Abstract

This thesis explains the prevalence and meaning of the tropical forest image in British
fiction during the period 1885 to 1914, referring in particular to the writing of Conrad, but also
that of Stevenson, Haggard, Hudson, Kipling, Doyle, and Wells. It attempts to combine the two
strands of Conradian criticism based on the traditions of adventure romance and on
evolutionary theory. Following up on the argument made by Corinne J. Saunders (The Forest of
Medieval Romance, 1993) that literary woodlands have long been used to express ideas concerning
undifferentiated matter, geneses, and the existence of a purposive force in nature, the
fundamental contention of this thesis is that Darwin’s theory of natural selection and waning
Christian beliefs prompted late-Victorian interest in such questions and a revival of erstwhile
forest conventions. The historian of evolution Peter Bowler has identified an ‘eclipse of
Darwinism’ lasting from the publication of On the Origin of Species (1859) to as late as the 1930s,
during which much of the scientific and political establishments were anxious to combat the
growth of atheistic materialism through replacement dogmas like neo-Lamarckism, social
Darwinism, and imperialism. While many Victorian-Edwardian authors reflect this
‘reoccupation’ in conventional stories that depict fallen wastelands becoming redeemed idylls,

Conrad’s jungle is more unorthodox, ambiguous, and far less encouraging.
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Introduction

The argument

From his position overlooking the Congo River in August 1926, André Gide took in
his tropical surroundings and concluded that they were a wholly unsuitable subject for depiction
by the artist. L'art comporte une tempérance et répugne a I'énormité’, he wrote in his journal.! And yet,
the dedicatee of his travelogue, Joseph Conrad, was one of many prominent authors who made
the tropical forest a recurring feature of British fiction from the 1880s to the Second World
War. There were obvious and practical reasons for the eruption of interest in this landscape,
such as the influence of reports by mid-nineteenth-century missionaries and explorers on
adolescent imaginations,? and the subsequent expansion of European empires into equatorial
regions, most famously the so-called ‘Scramble for Africa’3 The Industrial Revolution had
created a huge demand in Europe for tropical plant species and their products, including manila
copal, gambier, and Pard rubber.* In the sciences, the environments and wildlife of tropical
forests had stimulated the discoveties of Alexander von Humboldt, Chatles Darwin, and Alfred
Russel Wallace.5 In literature, the great novelists and poets of the Victorian era had passed away
by the 1890s,¢ marking the end of what Malcolm Bradbury calls ‘a progressivist and positivist ...
literary culture’,” and making room for the more ‘exotic’ tastes and experiences associated with

modernism.? However, I argue in this thesis that the image of the jungle in fin-de-siécle British

! André Gide, Voyage an Congo, in Oeuvres Complétes, Vol. 13, Martin-Chauffier (ed.), Paris, 1927, p. 223.

2 The primary motivation of men like David Livingstone was to document and combat the slave trade,
but their presence in the tropics was made possible by the advent of quinine as a common treatment and
prophylaxis for malaria during the mid-nineteenth century.

3 Between 1881 and 1895, Britain’s colonial dependencies increased in size from 22,395,000 to 29,021,000
square kilometres (Peter Watson, Ideas: A History from Fire to Frend, Paperback edn., London, Phoenix,
20006, p. 903).

4 Produced from Agathis dammara, Uncaria gambir, and Hevea brasiliensis respectively (T.C. Whitmore, 4
Introduction to Tropical Rain Forests, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1990, p. 159).

5> Humboldt journeyed through the rainforests of Venezuela between 1799 and 1800. Darwin made
landfall in The Beagle on the Atlantic coast of Brazil in 1832. And Alfred Russel Wallace explored South
America between 1848 and 1852, and the Malay Archipelago between 1854 and 1862.

¢ Such as Thackeray (d. 1863), Dickens (d. 1870), George Eliot (d. 1880), Matthew Arnold (d. 1888),
Robert Browning (d. 1889), and Tennyson (d. 1892)

7 Malcolm Bradbury, ‘London, 1890-1920°, in Modernism: A Guide to European Literature, 1890-1930,
Malcolm Bradbury and James McFarlane (eds.), London, Penguin, 1991, p. 178.

8 Drawing an explicit connection between the tropical forest and modernism, Richard Valdez Moses
claims that Conrad helped ‘generate a new style that we have come to recognise retrospectively as
modernist” in part because he lacked the right linguistic tools to represent the landscape of ‘Heart of
Darkness’ (‘Disorientalism: Conrad and the Imperial Origins of Modernist Aesthetics’, in Modernism and
Colonialism: British and Irish Literature, 1899-1939, Begam & Valdez Moses (eds.), Durham and London,
Duke University Press, 2007, p.56). In doing so, he enlarges on T.S. Eliot’s attribution to the ‘earlier
Conrad’ of a modernist language ‘struggling to digest and express new objects, new groups of objects,



fiction was not an entirely new phenomenon, but a revival of ancient conventions of the literary
forest related to the decline of Christianity and the rise of modern-day materialism. Therefore, it
encapsulated something more intangible and important about the Zeifgeist and the inner lives of
the authors than mere political, economic, and artistic utility.?

The symbol of the forest stands for the beginning of all material things,'* and can take
on either the pristine tranquillity of the Garden before the Fall, or the volatility of a godforsaken
void. To define it is a step towards defining the essential thing that supposedly gives it ‘form’
God, humanity, civilisation, and reason. Therefore, before Enlightenment thinkers temporarily
defused the troubling implications of materialism by positing a benign and mechanistic universe,
literary woodlands were the setting for philosophers and poets to explore various questions
around the nature of the universe, living creatures, human society, and the individual:'' From
what, and with what intention was the world created? Are the various species part of a fixed and
law-bound scheme, or is nature mutable and accidental? What is mankind’s original condition

and our status with regard to the beastsr!? How does a corrupt society distort human nature,

new feelings, new aspects’ (‘Swinburne as Poet’, in The Sacred Wood: Essays on Poetry and Criticism, New
York, Alfred A. Knopf, 1921, p. 136). In Developing Countries in British Fiction (London, Macmillan, 1977, p.
78), D.C.R.A. Goonetilleke repeats the claim that Conrad’s style was the result of struggling to come to
terms with alien environments and render them into understandable language. Of course, the tropical
forest was not unknown to the West before the nineteenth century. Alexander the Great’s army
encountered it when it reached the Punjab in 326 BC, and details of its flora found their way into A#
Enquiry into Plants by Theophrastus, written in ten volumes between ¢ 350 and ¢. 287 BC (T.C. Whitmore,
An Introduction to Tropical Rain Forests, p. 1). Following the Renaissance, European interest in the tropical
forest revolved around spices, especially cloves, pepper, and nutmeg, which were desirable as a means to
mask the flavour of rancid meat. By the seventeenth century, the Dutch were jealous guardians of their
monopoly on nutmeg, which originated from Pulau Run in the Banda Islands; while other European
powers were busily transplanting species from one tropical region to others, such as the breadfruit, the
sweet potato, the banana, and cassava (pp. 156-8).

9 My argument is similar to that put forward by John Glendening in The Evolutionary Imagination in Late-
Victorian Novels: ‘An Entangled Bank’ (Aldershot, Ashgate, 2007), who claims that Victorian-Edwardian
authors were reacting to Darwin’s evolutionary theory and image of nature as an orderly and
interdependent ‘entangled bank’ in On #he Origin of Species. Thus tropical forests in the fiction of Wells,
Conrad, and Hudson were Darwin’s metaphor ‘recreated and complicated as scenes of action’ (p. 7).
However, Glendening fails to acknowledge that the symbol dates from long before Darwin.

10 Much like the image of the sea, with which the literary forest shares various chaotic qualities, due in
large part to Genesis 1:2. One need only look at Buchan’s description of Arctic waters in Sick Heart River.
It was like no ocean he had ever seen, for it seemed to be without form or reason. The tide licked the
shore without purpose. It was simply water filling a void, a treacherous, deathly waste, pale like a snake's
belly, a thing beyond humanity and beyond time. Delta and sea looked as if here the Demiurge had let
His creative vigour slacken and ebb into nothingness. He had wearied of the world which He had made
and left this end of it to ancient Chaos.” (London, Hodder and Stoughton, 1941, Ch. XIV.)

1" As Leo Meller writes in The Canmbridge Companion to Literature and the Environment (Westling (ed.), New
York, Cambridge University Press, 2014, p. 105), the wilderness has a tutelary role; it is ‘a place that
invites humans to ask the largest possible questions’.

12 Tnvestigations of the natural world have long provided the foundation for opinions on the right way to
live. For example, in the late-twelfth-century poem ‘Altercatio Ganimedis et Helene’, Helen and
Ganymede seck arbitration from Mother Nature on whether sodomy is permissible. They find her
‘clothing Hyle with multifarious forms’ as she weaves the tapestry of life under the supervision of Reason
(Barbara Newman, God and Goddesses: Vision, Poetry, and Belief in the Middle Ages, Philadelphia, University of
Philadelphia Press, 2003, p. 90).



and what must be done to reform it?!3 Why do we behave in the way we do? Are our actions
determined by the matter of which we are composed, or do we possess a soul of divine reason
and the power of free will?'* I propose that such questions became more urgent when
established doctrines were challenged by the discovery or re-discovery of contrary ideas, and
these times were accompanied by a spate of stories employing the forest symbol, either in
defence or condemnation of the status guo. The late nineteenth century was typified by exactly
this kind of controversy, when the randomness implied by Darwin’s theory of natural selection
threatened to overturn the two-hundred-year-old consensus that the universe was a logical and
anthropocentric creation.

A number of scholars have likewise suggested that later British imperial literature was
engaged in more than entertainment and propaganda. In Empire and the Animal Body, John Miller
argues that such adventures commonly interrogated the boundary between human and animal,
with its knotted strands of kinship and difference.’> Likewise, Jane Hotchkiss has claimed that
the reappearance of the pastoral wild-child figure in fin-de-siécle fiction was part of widespread
reflection on ‘the question of human origins as it arises in Darwin’s work and ... [Victorian]
anthropology’.’® And Daniel Bivona has asserted that evolutionary theory gave the ‘primitive’ a
new intellectual and imaginative prominence as the key to the ‘civilised’, the recovery of which
was an important theme in imperial narratives.!” Other critics and biographers have also written
that the exposition of humanity’s ‘state of nature’ was the main aim of individual writers, like
Haggard and Wells.!8 Of Conrad’s stories ‘Heart of Darkness’ and ‘The Rescuer’, Robert
Hampson has said that they investigate ‘the nature and potential of the self, when the
restrictions and safeguards of “social organisation” are stripped away’.! One might almost
suppose late-nineteenth-century authors had agreed that the proper setting in which to explore

such questions was the tropical forest.

13 This was the approach of Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Discourse on the Origin and Basis of Inequality Among Men
(1755). Likewise, Karl Marx wrote a newspaper article in 1853, where he claimed that “The profound
hypocrisy and inherent barbarism of bourgeois civilisation lies unveiled before our eyes ... [in] the
colonies, where it goes naked’ (‘The Future Results of British Rule in India’, New York Daily Tribune, 8"
August 1853, in Marx and Engels Collected Works, Vol. 12, New York, International Publishers, 1941, p.
217).

14 Kellie Robertson (‘Medieval Materialism: A Manifesto’, in Exemplaria, Vol. 22, No. 2, Summer 2010, p.
111) asserts that medieval poets, like Dante, Chaucer, and Gower, were continually asking such questions
about the source of human morality.

15 John Miller, Empire and the Animal Body: 1 iolence, Identity and Ecology in 1 ictorian Adventure Fiction, London,
Anthem Press, 2012, p. 3.

16 Jane Hotchkiss, “The Jungle of Eden: Kipling, Wolf Boys, and the Colonial Imagination’, in ctorian
Literature and Culture, Vol. 29, No. 2, 2001, p. 435.

7 Daniel Bivona, Desire and contradiction: Imperial visions and domestic debates in 1 ictorian literature, Manchester,
Manchester University Press, 1990, p. 77.

18 T speak of Peter Childs (Modernism and the Post-Colonial: Literature and Empire, 1885-1930, London,
Continuum, 2007, p. 9), Margaret Atwood (‘Notes to the 2005 Penguin Classics edition of The Isiand of
Doctor Morean’, p. xvii), and Michael Sherborne (H.G. Wells: Another Kind of Life, London, Peter Owen,
2012, p. 1006).

19 Robert Hampson, Joseph Conrad: Betrayal and ldentity, London, St. Martin’s Press, 1992, p. 91.



The jungle may often represent mankind at its most backward and benighted, but it is
also consistently seen by writers as a place of insight. Kipling apparently perceived it as ‘a
backdrop to explore ideas about society and the rule of law’,0 or to ‘discover the meanings both
of wildness and of humanity’.?! ‘[In Africa] the man is really a man. There one knows what are
will and strength and courage, rhapsodises Alec Mackenzie in Somerset Maugham’s The
Explorer (1907).22 For Joyce Cary, the attraction of that continent was that it laid bare ‘basic
obsessions, which in Europe hide themselves under all sorts of decorous scientific or
theological or political uniforms’.?> Graham Greene was drawn to its interior by ‘the curiosity to
discover if one can from what we have come, to recall at what point we went astray’.2* Conrad’s
revelation is somewhat different and more dispiriting. As E.M. Forster opined in a letter to a
friend, ‘In Conrad the interest is not the man ... but the leagues of forest and swamp or sea in
which he is a speck and his power of comprehending that he is a speck’.?>

I do not pretend that every author of Victorian adventure fiction was versed in ancient
and medieval philosophy (though Kipling was familiar with the subject?), and on the basis of
that knowledge deliberately selected the tropical forest setting to articulate their deeply held
beliefs about matter and human nature. Rather, I think such themes and images came almost
unconsciously to many of them, such was the profound influence exerted on their writing by
odysseys and quest romances.?’ Certain customary attributes of the adventure romance form

serve to contest materialist philosophy’s notion of an arbitrary and purposeless universe, and

20 Andrew Lycett, Rudyard Kipling, London, Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1999, p. 255.

21 Jan Montefiore, ‘Kipling as a children’s writer and the Jungle Books', in The Cambridge Companion to
Rudyard Kipling, Howard J. Booth (ed.), Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2011, p. 108.

22 William Somerset Maugham, The Explorer, London, William Heinemann, 1908, p. 277.

2 Joyce Cary, The African Witch, London, Michael Joseph, 1936, p. 9.

2+ Graham Greene, Journey Without Maps, London, William Heinemann, 1936, p. 10.

% E.M. Forster, ‘Letter to Clive Carey, 15" June 1907’, as quoted in J.H. Stape’s introduction to the 2002
Oxford World’s Classics edition of An Outcast of the Islands, p. xvii.

26 John Coates (The Day’s Work: Kipling and the Idea of Sacrifice, Associated University Presses, 1997) has
demonstrated Kipling’s familiarity with medieval philosophy, particularly that of the 1260s, when Thomas
Aquinas synthesised Augustinian Christianity and Aristotelianism in the Summa Theologica.

27 According to the literary historian George Saintsbury (The English Novel, L.ondon, .M. Dent and Sons,
1913, pp. 2-3), late-Victorian romance was more Greek than medieval in its inspiration. However, as
Linda Dryden tells us, the nineteenth-century cult of medievalism and of the chivalrous gentleman was
established by Kenelm Digby in The Broad Stone of Honour (1822), which promoted honour, faith, and self-
discipline in conduct and attire (Joseph Conrad and the Imperial Romance, Basingstoke, Macmillan Press, 2000,
pp. 18 & 19). Around the same time, Malory’s Le Morte D’Arthur was re-published (1816), following a
long period in which it had been deemed too ‘Catholic’ for British consumption (‘Le Morte D’Arthur’, In
Our Time, BBC Radio Four, 10 January 2013, [radio programme]). The public appetite for Arthurian tales
and ideals was further whetted by the Pre-Raphaelites and by Tennyson, whose Idylls of the King drew
thinly veiled comparisons with modern British imperialism. The popular passion for Arthurian romance
persisted well into the twentieth century, through the writing of Ford Madox Ford and Evelyn Waugh,
and through Lord Milner’s group of imperial protégés “The Round Table’. One member of that coterie,
T.E. Lawrence, was supposedly driven by his resolve to emulate a medieval knight, keeping a copy Le
Morte D’Arthur in his saddle-bags throughout the Arab Revolt (T.E. Lawrence, The Seven Pillars of Wisdom:
A Triumph, Delhi, Oxford University Press, 1940, p. 495).



champion many of the principles of idealism.?® Frequently, it relates a hero’s escape or exile
from wayward domesticity into a mysterious otherworld, where various trials ensue. These may
comprise enticements by a diabolical figure, followed by a hellish interval of possession or
bewilderment, or even a descent into animality. By demonstrating a capacity to adhere to reason
and master base urges, the hero is able to progress to a regenerated state of nature, a ‘promised
land’, and realise the previously obscured ideal forms of self, community, and the wider world.?’
Both medieval and modern romances tend to promote the values of hierarchy and aristocracy,
with the knight errant updated as the gentleman explorer, and the magical otherworld as a

remote native society:3

The latter-day Sir Galahad braves the dark terrors of Africa, often physically similar to
those of fairyland with its hidden entrances and abundant vegetation, with the same
moral and physical superiority. The gentleman, with his courage, honour and chivalry,
resembles the Arthurian knight, and his journey through strange lands peopled with
uncouth beings resembles that of the knight through fairyland. The creatures of
fairyland were like the primitives, different from the knightly heroes, with unusual
powers and customs and standards other than the readet’s own.?!

Whereas many Victorian-Edwardian authors were faithful to the romance archetype,
Conrad’s relationship with such conventions is ambiguous. His stories appeared in the same
periodicals as those of Kipling,3? described in similar language tropical scenes and peoples, and
were reviewed with relatively little reproach by pro-imperial commentators.> However,
Conrad’s literary influences were more varied and his opinions more nuanced than those of

his contemporaries. There is always more going on in his writing than a simple tribute to the

28 According to Robbie McLaughlan (Re-zzagining the ‘Dark Continent’ in Fin-de-siecle Literature, Edinburgh,
Edinburgh University Press, 2012, p. 108), a number of other scholars have observed ‘a teleological
aspect embedded within the generic DNA’ of romance, including Franco Moretti (A#las of the Enropean
Novel, 1800-1900).

2 This is a similar pattern to that suggested by Northrop Frye in The Secular Scripture (1976), by Linda
Dryden (Joseph Conrad and the Imperial Romance, p. 3), and by John Miller regarding classical odysseys and
adventure romances in Empire and the Animal Body, p. 154. Andrea White describes the ‘essential plot
element of [quest] romance’ as ‘the perilous journey and the crucial struggle and exaltation of the hero’
(Joseph Conrad and the Adventure Tradition, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1993, p. 45).

30 Jeff Rider asserts that the values of most medieval romances are those of the aristocratic society in
which they were written (‘The other worlds of romance’, in The Cambridge Companion to Medieval Romance,
Roberta Krueger (ed.), Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2000, p. 115). Andrea White agrees,
claiming that adventure romance works to glorify and divinely authorise the existence of an embattled
upper class (Joseph Conrad and the Adventure Tradition, p. 45).

3U Brian V. Street, The savage in literature: Representations of ‘primitive’ society in English fiction, 1858-1920,
London, Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1975, p. 20.

32 For example, An Outeast debuted in the June-July 1897 issue of Cosmopolis, where Kipling’s ‘Slaves of
the Lamp’ had recently featured.

3 Edward Garnett was among the first reviewers to draw attention to Conrad’s subversive intentions in
Academy and Literature in 1902 (White, Joseph Conrad and the Adventure Tradition, p. 173).

3 In his introduction to the 1995 Penguin Classics edition of ‘Heart of Datkness’, Robert Hampson states
that Conrad was influenced by more varieties of literature than just the adventure tradition (p. xxiv).



heroic colonial, and where he verges on romance cliché, he does so knowingly in order to

undercut its dreamy idealism with an unglamorous reality.>> As Linda Dryden writes,

Conrad’s Sambir never conforms to the expectations of gorgeous exoticism presented
in Henty’s India or Haggard’s Africa. His remote tropical islands are not the natural
paradises of Ballantyne’s and Marryat’s idyllic atolls. Adventure, wealth, and return to
English ‘civilisation’ for the white hero describe the formula of the imperial romance;
but, in their remote Eastern backwaters, Conrad’s protagonists find only sordid or
violent death.%

Other critics recognise Conrad’s subversiveness, but assert that it is ultimately overshadowed by
his conservatism. Patrick Brantlinger claims that Conrad’s views are ‘complicated’ by him being
‘a critic of the imperialist adventure and its romantic fictions and simultaneously one of the
greatest writers of such fictions’.?” Lee Horsley argues that Conrad’s novels are ‘in many
respects sardonic reversals of the [adventure| genre’, but they are ‘at the same time powerful
expressions of the virtue inherent in heroic assertion’?® My own feeling is that these
commentators overstate the ingenuousness of Conrad’s generic conformism. No doubt the
scale of his heterodoxy varied over time,* as Andrea White has suggested;* however, to regard
any evidence in Conrad’s fiction of heroism, progress, or human significance as unqualified is to
fall into a ‘reader trap’, for such teleological concepts depend on a system of hierarchical
oppositions that Conrad does not uphold: between order and chaos, light and darkness, man

and animal, civilisation and savagery, reason and instinct, garden and jungle.*! In my thesis, 1

3 Dryden, Joseph Conrad and the Imperial Romance, pp. 81 & 109. As she says, ‘Real life for Conrad, and his
protagonists, is punctuated by disillusion, not romance’. Robert Hampson calls Jim’s life in Patusan, with
his defeat of Sherif Ali and love for Jewel, ‘a self-conscious version of popular colonial romance’ (Joseph
Conrad: Betrayal and Identity, pp. 130-31).

3 Dryden, Joseph Conrad and the Imperial Romance, p. 8.

37 Patrick Brantlinger, Rule of Darkness: British Literature and Imperialism, 1830-1914, Ithaca and London,
Cornell University Press, 1988, pp. 256 & 265.

38 Lee Hortsley, Fictions of Power in English Literature, 1900-1950, London and New York, Routledge, 1995,
p. 26.

¥ Conrad’s disillusionment with religion and nationalism began at an eatly age, but by his faith in the
ideals of exploration and empire seem to have remained largely intact until his disturbing Congo
experience in 1890, when A/wayer’s Folly was already a work-in-progress.

40 Andrea White detects a hazy chronological division in Conrad’s approach, suggesting that, early in his
writing career and while still seeing himself as sailor, he ‘seemed less willing to distance himself in certain
externals from the conventions and constraints of the discourse his writing belonged to’ (Joseph Conrad and
the Adventure Tradition, p. 136). He had absorbed adventure stories from a young age, and was also ‘alive to
the market value of exotic tales of imperial adventure’ (pp. 106 & 118). However, as he grew in
confidence, White surmises that Conrad felt freer to experiment, and to challenge his contemporaries’
platitudes, morals, and methods (p. 107). She concludes that Conrad was an insider, who admired and
exploited the adventure tradition, but subverted its assumptions to articulate the dishonour of modern
imperialism (p. 192): “The dreams central to the subject had been his own, and he recorded their failure
with reluctance but with candour.” (p. 120.)

4 In her essay on the parallels between ‘Heart of Darkness’ and the fairy tale form (““Heart of Darkness”
as a Modernist Anti-Fairy Tale’, in The Conradian, Vol. 33, No. 2, Autumn 2008), Martine Hennard
Dutheil de la Rochére makes the similar claim that Conrad uses the genre’s motifs (including ‘threatening
gloomy forests’ (p.7)) to undermine the ‘values that fairy tales are said to uphold ... order, coherence, and
narrative closure, as well as reassuring notions of justice, hope and meaning’ (p. 3).

10



will attempt to demonstrate that, in respect of the themes discussed through the tropical forest

symbol and setting, Conrad was quite unusual among his contemporaries.

My approach

I am conscious that my manner of treating the tropical forest in late-nineteenth-century
fiction as the revival of a dormant European cultural tradition risks downplaying the landscape’s
distinctively non-European nature and largely neglects the issue of its endangerment.*? The
reader may object to this approach, and wonder whether my failure to make more references to
the foremost theoreticians of postcolonialism or ecocriticism signifies repudiation, perhaps even
an attempt by means of scholarship to ‘re-colonise’ Aftrica, Asia, and South America. I hope it
cannot be said that I have side-lined indigenous experiences; however, I want to be candid
about the objective of my enquiry, which is primarily the elucidation of British preoccupations
around the fin de siecl. 1t is an aim based on historicist assumptions about the relationship
between a period’s circumstances, its values, and its art, specifically between Victorian-
Edwardian beliefs and the way authors depict the tropical forest. Elsewhere, I would like to
develop my research apropos more naturalistic influences on the literary jungle, including
writers’ own experiences, and accounts they may have read by geographers, missionaries,
soldiers, and sportsmen. But the truth is that most fiction of the period was less concerned with
tropical nature and humanity as subjects of interest in their own right, than with using them as
symbols to investigate European culture.®3

Scholars of postcolonialist theory have found grounds for censure in this Eurocentrism,
criticising a number of authors for treating native characters as ‘only so many props’,* or ‘not
functional protagonists but figures in a landscape who do not constitute a human presence’.45
Conrad in particular stands accused of using the Malay Archipelago ‘mainly as a backdrop for

quintessentially Western crises of identity’,* and creating native characters who are ‘really

4 Bio-geographically, tropical forests differ from temperate woodlands in two main respects. Tree forms
are far more diverse in subtropical environments. And whereas decaying organic matter is found mostly
on the ground in the temperate forest, in its tropical equivalent, there may be a significant amount of
‘crown humus’ (absorbed by trees through their trunks), but on the floor is barely enough leaf litter to
conceal the soil (K.A. Longman and J. Jenik, Tropical Forest and its Environment, 2°4 edn., Harlow, Longman,
1987, pp. 64-5). The reason is the concentration and efficacy of decomposers there, so that a leaf which
takes a year to decay in a temperate deciduous forest, takes about six weeks in the tropics (Norman
Myets, The Primary Source: Tropical Forests and Our Future, 2°4 edn., London, W.W. Norton and Co., 1992, p.
34).

4 With the possible exception of W.H. Hudson.

4 Brantlinger, Rule of Darkness, p. 270.

4 Benita Parry, Conrad and Imperialism: 1deological Boundaries and Visionary Frontiers, London, Macmillan,
1983, p. 33.

46 J.H. Stape in his introduction to the 2002 Oxford World’s Classics edition of An Outcast of the Islands, p.

X1v.
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transplantations from Polish history’.4” I myself am inclined to apply to imperial romance as a

whole Brian Shaffer’s assessment of ‘Heart of Darkness’

Conrad’s novella is a critique of civilisation far more than it is of the jungle. Indeed, the
text is as much concerned with the European cultures from which the major characters
(and the author) derive as with the host culture, the Belgian Congo. Presented against
the backdrop of an ‘unfamiliar’ and ‘exotic’ setting, the work — by juxtaposing TFirst’
and ‘Third” Wotlds — redefines and critically examines the civilisation familiar to its
original readers.*

However, my intention here is not to condemn fin-de-siécle authors for treating the tropical forest
as Burope’s otherworld, rather to decipher their attitudes regarding the contest which I locate at
the heart of Western culture: materialism vetrsus idealism.¥ Here, too, historicism demands
impartiality and discounts theoretical approaches that are predisposed to be hostile to one or
other of these philosophies. Both postcolonialism and ecocriticism are fundamentally materialist
outlooks, committed to dismantling a dualistic, hierarchical worldview that pits humanity against
nature.’? Although my ensuing assessment regarding the teleological disposition of British
imperial ideology and imagery does not contradict these philosophies, it is important that I did
not receive such conclusions from literary theory but reached them independently, through

analysis of primary texts from the period.

The landscape and literature in question

Here, I will set out briefly what I mean by ‘tropical forest’, and therefore which authors
and works of fiction are encompassed by my enquiry. In my thesis, I sometimes use
interchangeably the terms ‘tropical forest’ and 9ungle’, which in its current usage conjures a
dark, humid, and densely vegetated landscape; but the tropics ate not uniformly warm and

moist. There are woodlands within the tropics that do not possess these qualities, just as there

47V.S. Pritchett, The Living Novel, London, Bloomsbury, 2011, pp. 145-6. Arnold Kettle (An Introduction to
the English Novel, Vol. 11, New York, Harper and Row, 1960, p. 70) also believes Conrad’s Malays to have
been ‘conceived as Polish rather than Malayan nationalists’.

48 Brian Shaffer, The Blinding Torch: Modern British Fiction and the Discourse of Civilisation, Amherst, The
University of Massachusetts Press, 1993, p. 65.

4 1 am a religious sceptic, but I am also aware that atheistic materialism is an intrinsically amoral
wortldview, which may look resignedly on acts of appalling cruelty or be susceptible to substitution by
dangerous ideals (for example, Ernst Haeckel’s philosophy of ‘monism’, which held that spirit and matter
are different aspects of the same underlying substance and exerted a profound influence on Nazi ideology
(Peter Bowler, Evolution: The History of an ldea, 3*4 edn., Berkeley, Los Angeles, London, University of
California Press, 2003, p. 305)). George Gabriel Stokes outlined a similar concern in Natural Theology
(1891), that an association between matter, animals, and mankind would render the human being a kind
of ‘elaborate machine’ (London and Edinburgh, Adam and Charles Black, 1891, pp. 101 & 159).

50 See John Miller, Empire and the Animal Body, p. 17. Note that eco-critics prefer to imagine the ecosphere
as ‘an intricate, mutual entanglement of everything in it’. Their opposition to Western exploitation of
non-European mankind and nature is part and parcel of their materialism and opposition to
anthropocentrism (p. 4).
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are woodlands beyond the tropics that do.>® I will not therefore adopt a strictly geographical
definition of ‘tropical’ as referring to the band girdling the planet between latitude 23°27” North
(the Tropic of Cancer) and latitude 23°27” South (the Tropic of Capricorn), but one instead
based on climate and morphology. In doing this, I am following the example of the Russo-
German geographer Wladimir Képpen (Klma der Erde, 1930), who circumscribed a tropical
climate as having monthly average air temperatutres greater than 18°C (excluding mountainous
areas), diurnal variations greater than seasonal, and a temperature never dropping below 0°C;52

and Norman Myers, who defines the tropical forest as:

Forests that occur in areas that have a mean annual temperature of at least 75°
Fahrenheit (24°C) and are essentially frost-free — in areas receiving 2,000 mm or mote
of rainfall per year and not less than 100 mm of rainfall in any month for two out of
three years.>?

The crucial factor influencing the morphology of tropical vegetation is not quantity of
rainfall but its distribution through the year.* While a universal terminology to describe
different divisions of the tropical forest has yet to be agreed,> I am interested in two categories
that recur in most systems of classification. These are the ‘seasonal’ or ‘monsoon’ forest,> and
the ‘rainforest’. The former has a marked dry season of several months (less than sixty
millimetres of rain per month), and are usually found beyond 10° North and South; for
example, in Thailand, Burma, India, and some Pacific islands, but also along the northern coast
of South America and the coastlands of West Africa.5” It is less lofty and plentiful than

rainforest, containing about one-fifth as much vegetation:

Towards the end of the dry season, [the seasonal tropical forest] may cease to be green
altogether, turning brown as it loses most of its leaves. Since seasonal forests do not
have continuous canopies as do rainforests, they allow much sunlight to penetrate to

51 For example, in China as far as 26° North.

52 As cited in K.A. Longman and J. Jenik, Tropical Forest and Its Environment, p. 14.

5 Myers, The Primary Sonrce, p. 40. Myers adds that such forests tend to be evergreen and are generally
found below an altitude of 1,300 metres (higher in South America).

5% Variation in rainfall may bring regular intervals of drought, and how long these persist is crucial to the
vegetation: dry periods lasting months favour tree species that shed their leaves to reduce water loss,
contributing to less luxuriant, deciduous woodlands. For example, Mount Cherrapunji in Assam, India,
receives almost twelve metres of rain per annum, but a dry season from October to March means that
other tropical areas, with one-eighth the precipitation evenly spread, have ten times as many tree species
(Myers, The Primary Source, p. 38).

% Myers, p. 67. The first attempt was made in 1898 by the German botanist A.F.W. Schimper in
Pflanzengeographie anf physiologischer Grundlage (translated into English in 1903 as ‘Plant Geography upon an
Ecological Basis’). His book contains the first known use of the term #ropische Regenwald, or ‘rainforest’
(T.C. Whitmore, An Introduction to Tropical Rain Forests, p. 9).

56 Compared to mote temperate latitudes, the tropics are climatically invariable, but there are still seasons
governed by the annual passage of the Intertropical Convergence Zone.

57 Myers, The Primary Source, p. 41.
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the forest floor, where it promotes dense undergrowth. But apart from these jungle-like
tangles at ground level, seasonal forests contain less vegetation.

Rainforest is characterised by exceptionally luxuriant vegetation and mostly occurs
between 10° North and South, where there is little evaporation, and every month sees more
than one hundred millimetres of precipitation.” On freely drained soils at low altitudes,® ‘high’
rainforest exists, consisting of diverse evergreen trees forty-five metres or more in height. Free-
hanging, woody climbers are abundant, and ground vegetation is sparse. This is the main
formation of the Eastern tropics, western Amazonia, and the Pacific coast of South America; it
can also be found in small blocks along the southern coast of West Africa.®! The occurrence of
so-called low’ rainforest can be attributed to four causes. ‘Montane rainforest’ occurs at high
altitude, between around 1,200 and 1,500 metres, and is common in New Guinea, the Andes,
and Jamaica.®? In areas where soils derive from coastal alluvium, sand, or sandstone (podzolic
soils), there may be ‘heath rainforest’, which is dense and profuse with insectivorous plants.
This type makes up six per cent of the Brazilian rainforest, and is prevalent along the upper
reaches of the Rios Negro and Orinoco; in Malaya and Borneo; and in Gabon, Cameroon, and
The Ivory Coast.®®> Where there is a slight shortage of soil water, deciduous species, climbers,
and bamboos are prolific, constituting ‘semi-evergreen rainforest’. This formation accounts for
the lower Amazon basin, most African rainforest, but only a narrow fringe in the East (i.e. India
and Australia).®* Finally, water-logged sites tend to be dominated by a single tree species; for
example, shorea albida in Sarawak and Brunei. ‘Freshwater swamp rainforest’ occurs inland and is
extensive in the Amazon and Congo basins. The alluvial plains of Asia were once swamp
forests, before being cleared for rice cultivation. When water is trapped behind the levees of a
river’s silt deposits, ‘peat swamp rainforest’ may form. These are found in Sumatra, Malaya,
Borneo, and west New Guinea, as well as parts of Guyana.t> ‘Saltwater swamp rainforest’ is a
formation consisting of beach vegetation, mangrove forest, and brackish water forest.

T.C. Whitmore tells us that to define ‘tropical forest’ as an amalgam of the seasonal and
rainforest formations is not entirely without precedent: ‘Since 1976, these two categories have

often been elided under the term “tropical moist forest™: the tall, closed canopy forests of the

58 Tbid.

% Whitmore, An Introduction to Tropical Rain Forests, p. 9.

% These are known as oxisols (or ferralsols) and ultisols (or actisols). They are rich in aluminium and iron,
and are characteristically red; turning yellow when the iron is hydrated (Longman and Jenik, Tropical Forest
and its Environment, p. 20). Hence Conrad’s description in “The Congo Diary’ of ‘a confused wilderness of
hills land slips on their sides showing red” (Tuesday 8% July 1890; in the 1995 Penguin Classics edition of
‘Heart of Darkness’).

01 Whitmore, An Introduction to Tropical Rain Forests, pp. 13-15.

2 Whitmore, pp. 16-18.

0 Whitmore, pp. 18-20.

4 Whitmore, p. 15.

% Whitmore, p. 22-23.
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wet tropics.”® According to The World Resources Institute, just under half of the land surface
of the inter-tropical zone is covered by trees (including savannah), of which about sixty per cent
is comprised of seasonal forest and rainforest.” This means that roughly thirty per cent of the
land area of the tropics is covered by tropical forest as I define it. The greatest amount exists in
Central and South America: approximately four million square kilometres. The Eastern zone
contains around two-and-a-half million square kilometres, and the African zone is about 1.8
million square kilometres in size. It must be said that these proportions and numbers relate to
today’s tropics, which in the late nineteenth century was a very different place. Apart from
South-East Asia, mass deforestation is a recent phenomenon, taking place within the lifetime of
the oldest inhabitants. Sixteen million square kilometres of land were once covered by tropical
forests; a figure that is now about nine million, and decreasing all the time.® In the words of
Whitmore, ‘boundless forests now seem finite and vulnerable’.”0

The image of the tropical forest abounded in the fiction of major British authors during
the six decades before the Second World War, but there was a perceptible divide around 1913
or 1914 between different generations. Afterwards came novels like The 1illage in the Jungle
(1913) by Leonard Woolf, The Voyage Out (1915) by his wife Virginia, Willlam Somerset
Maugham’s Far Eastern tales of the 1920s, A Handful of Dust (1934) by Evelyn Waugh, Burmese
Days (1934) by George Orwell, Joyce Cary’s Nigerian novels of the 1930s, and The Heart of the
Matter (1948) by Graham Greene. Elsewhere, I intend to examine how the tropical forest is
represented by such authors, but the focus of this study is upon their forerunners, whom I
define as the ‘contemporaries’ of Conrad: Robert Louis Stevenson, Sir Henry Rider Haggard,
Rudyard Kipling, William Henry Hudson, Arthur Conan Doyle, and Herbert George Wells.
Peter Childs agrees with this division, claiming that a novel like The Village in the Jungle seems to
have more in common with Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart (1958) than it does with Doyle’s
The Lost World, published only one year earlier in 1912.71

The group of seven authors upon whom my thesis focusses was socially
interconnected, and they related to each other with a mixture of mimicry, rivalry, and genuine
friendship. During the 1880s or early 1890s, they were prominent figures on the London literary

scene, before individually migrating around the turn of the century to Sussex and Kent, where a

% Whitmore, p. 10. This more or less coincides with most people’s perception of ‘the jungle”: “The
lowland forest [is] the jungle of common parlance’ (Adrian Forsyth and Kenneth Miyata, Tropical Nature,
New York, Charles Scribnet’s Sons, 1984, p. 7).

7 Chris C. Park, Tropical Rainforests, London, Routledge, 1992, pp. 2 & 3. Of this portion, one third is
seasonal and the rest rainforest.

98 Whitmore, An Introduction to Tropical Rain Forests, p. 10.

% Myers, The Primary Source, p. 46.

70 Whitmore, An Introduction to Tropical Rain Forests, p. 6.

" Childs, Modernism and the Post-Colonial, p. 17.
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number of them lived as near-neighbours until at least the early 1920s.7 Initially, they would
have become known to each other through their mutual association with agents, editors, and
critics, like Alexander Watt,”> Andrew Lang,* and W.E. Henley;” through other members of
the Savile Club on Piccadilly;’ or even .M. Barrie’s cricket team, the Allahakbarries.”

If there was a ‘leading light’ among them, it was Stevenson. According to his
biographer Claire Harman, his ‘Prospero-like exile half out of this world [in the Southern
Pacific, 1888 to 1894] had endowed him with a sort of magus status’ in the minds of his fellow
writers.” Kipling had corresponded with him over a period of two years before resolving in
1891 to embark on a pilgrimage via Australia and New Zealand to meet his literary hero, but
circumstances prevented him from getting any further than Wellington.” Eight years later,
during a feverish bout of pneumonia in New York, Kipling rambled about making a submarine
journey to visit Stevenson at Vailima.’ Doyle was another great admirer and imitator of
Stevenson,®! and must have been pleased to receive a letter from his ‘fellow Spookist’ in 1893,
followed by another praising his novel The Refugees8? There was further correspondence

concerning Sherlock Holmes, and an unrealised plan on Doyle’s part to visit Samoa.®? When the

2 During the late-1890s, Ford Madox Ford claimed that all the literary artists of England lived within a
three to five-mile radius of Wells’s house at Sandgate (Sherborne, H.G. Wells, p. 138). Between 1915 and
1922, Haggard, Kipling, Doyle, Hudson, and Conrad all lived within about seventy miles of each other in
St Leonards-on-Sea, Burwash, Crowborough, Worthing, and Postling, respectively. Henry James (Rye),
Ford (Winchelsea), and Hilaire Belloc (Shipley) also lived nearby.

73 A Scot who represented Kipling from 1889, as well as Haggard, Doyle, and Thomas Hardy (Andrew
Lycett, Rudyard Kipling, p. 198).

7 Andrew Lang was the intermediary through whom Stevenson praised Haggard’s Nada the Lily (D.S.
Higgins, Rider Haggard: The Great Storyteller, London, Cassell, 1981, p. 150). He also initiated Kipling into
the Savile Club (Lycett, Rudyard Kipling, p. 190).

7> Henley worked with Haggard, Stevenson, Kipling, and Conrad, according to Nicholas Daly
(‘Colonialism and Popular Literature at the Fin de Siécle’, in Modernisnm and Colonialism, Begam and Valdez
Moses (eds.), p. 21).

76 Where it was located from 1882 to 1927, and where Henley, Stevenson, Haggard, and Kipling were
members. Although Stevenson frequented the institution some fifteen years before Kipling, he identified
it as the haunt of ‘young eaglets of glory ... swordsmen of the pen ... all young ... all Rising’ (See White,
Joseph Conrad and the Adventure Tradition, p. 85; and Lycett, Rudyard Kipling, p. 190).

77 For which Kipling, Doyle, and Wells all played at various points between 1890 and 1913 (See Kevin
Telfer, Pefer Pan’s First XI, London, Hodder and Stoughton, 2010).

8 Claire Harman, Robert Louis Stevenson: A Biography, London, Harper Perennial, 2006, p. 428. Haggard
never met Stevenson, but his brother Bazzett was the British Land Commissioner in Samoa and became
friends with Stevenson, in spite of his growing alcoholism (p. 408).

7 Lycett, Rudyard Kipling, pp. 235-36. It may have been that Kipling heard Stevenson’s wife Fanny was
suffering from depression. He again considered a visit during a planned honeymoon to the Far East in
1892 (p. 248).

80 Lycett, p. 312.

81 Doyle seems to have based the plot of A Study in Scarlet (1886) on a story from Stevenson’s The
Dynamiter (1885), and more than once critics compared Doyle’s fiction to that of Stevenson. When giving
a lecture series in America during 1894, Doyle’s chosen topics included J.M. Barrie, Kipling, and
Stevenson. (Martin Booth, The Doctor, The Detective, and Arthur Conan Doyle: A Biography, London, Hodder
and Stoughton, 1997, pp. 102, 108, 128, & 198.)

82 ‘Letter to Arthur Conan Doyle, 5% April 1893’ and ‘Letter to Doyle, 2314 August 1893’, cited in Booth,
p. 169.

83 Harman, Robert Louis Stevenson, pp. 416 & 426.
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executors of Stevenson’s will asked Doyle to complete his hero’s last novel S7 Ives, he declined,
fearing that he was not up to the task.3* Doyle and Kipling became friends after spending
Thanksgiving of 1894 together at Kipling’s home in Vermont.®> But Kipling’s real literary
companion was Haggard, who had befriended him at a dinner-party in late-1889, writing later,
‘From that time forward we have always liked each other, perhaps because on many, though not
on all, matters we find no point of difference’.® In subsequent years, Haggard was a frequent
visitor at Bateman’s,’” and one of the few people allowed into Kipling’s study while he was
writing.8% An admirer-turned-critic of Kipling was H.G. Wells, whose 1911 novel The New
Machiavelli describes the passing of the Kiplingism of ‘the middle nineties™ ‘never was a man so
violently exalted and then, himself assisting, so relentlessly called down’.®® He was friendly at
first with Doyle too, whom he met while they were touring Italy separately in 1898,% but Doyle
later denounced Wells’s enthusiasm for eugenics in Anticipations (1901).91

Conrad’s attitude towards the trailblazing Stevenson was far less deferential than his
peers. He is said to have agreed with Stephen Crane at their first meeting that Stevenson was
overrated as an author,”? and unlike his contemporaries, he displayed no eagerness to visit
Vailima.” He could well have been envious of the ease with which Stevenson wrote, defending
his own painstaking production to his agent by declaring: ‘I am no sort of airy R.L. Stevenson
who considered his art a prostitute and the artist as no better than one.””* Nevertheless, Conrad

appears to have imitated Stevenson’s writing,”> and he was unusual among the /#erati of London

8% The novel was instead completed by Arthur Quiller-Couch (Booth, The Doctor, The Detective, and Arthur
Conan Doyle, p. 207).

85 In London during the carly 1890s, the two were both clients of A.P. Watt, but hadn’t bonded due to
haughtiness on Kipling’s part (Lycett, p. 279, and Booth, p. 201).

86 H. Rider Haggard, The Days of My Life, Vol. 11, C.J. Longman (ed.), London, Longmans, Green and Co.,
1926, p. 27. For his part, Kipling enjoyed Haggard’s tales about himself that ‘broke up the table’ (Higgins,
Rider Haggard, p. 133). The two men agreed especially on anti-bolshevism (Higgins, p. 236) and the
benefits of emigration for both Britain and Empire, but Kipling was keener on impetial protectionism
than Haggard (Lycett, p. 351). Two years before his death, Haggard recorded in his diary that Kipling had
been one of ‘three men with whom I have found myself in complete understanding during my life’
(quoted in Lindy Stiebel, Imagining Africa: Landscape in H. Rider Haggard’s African Romances, London,
Greenwood Press, 2001, p. 35); the other two were Andrew Lang and Theodore Roosevelt.

87 Haggard stayed with the Kiplings in November 1904, and again in 1907, 1909, and 1911 (Lycett, pp.
188, 194, 200, and 207).

8 Lycett, p. 350.

8 H.G. Wells, The New Machiavelli, Toronto, McLeod and Allen, 1911, p. 120.

% Booth, The Doctor, The Detective, and Arthur Conan Doyle, p. 216. It is possible they met unwittingly before
then, for Doyle’s surgery in Chelsea was less than a hundred metres from the draper’s store where Wells
worked between 1881 and 1883 (p. 102).

91 Sherborne, H.G. Wells, p. 149.

92 Jeffrey Meyers, Joseph Conrad: A Biography, New York, Cooper Square Press, 2001, p. 160.

93 Though, by coincidence, the personable first mate of the clipper (Torrens) that carried John Galsworthy
back from Australia following a failed attempt to reach Stevenson in 1892-3, was Conrad (Harman, Robert
Louis Stevenson, p. 429).

% ‘Letter to ].B. Pinker, January 1902°, in Collected Letters of Joseph Conrad, Vol. 11, Frederick Karl et al.
(eds.), Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1986, p. 371.

% For example, his story “The Inn of the Two Witches’ (1915) bears a likeness to ‘Olalla’ (1885) (Meyers,
Joseph Conrad, p. 324). Andrea White draws attention to the similarities between A# Outeast and “The Ebb-
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as an admirer of his South Seas stories.”0 Together, Linda Dryden claims, Stevenson’s later
fiction and Conrad constitute a sceptical departure from the escapist, pro-impetial romances of
Haggard and his mid-century predecessors.”” This distinction is akin to the one Brantlinger
makes between boys’ adventure fiction, full of ‘upbeat racism and chauvinism’, and ‘imperial
Gothic Conrad and Stevenson’s adventures-turned-sour, in which ‘white men do not always
rise to the top — just as often they sink into savagedom, cowardice, or exotic torpor’.%

There is a great deal to be said for pairing Conrad off with Stevenson, or Wells, or even
Hudson. In his book “An Entangled Bank’, John Glendening corrals fin-de-siécle authors into two
groups based on their responses to Darwinism, separating those who emphasise
‘anthropocentric progressivism, orderly and optimistic’, from those (Conrad, Wells, and
Hudson) who place ‘a negative stress on the randomness, competition, death, and extinction’ of
natural selection.”” Hudson and Wells were two of the writers with whom Conrad was
personally close. He admired the seemingly unaffected writing style of Hudson,!® who for his
part admitted Conrad to his intimate circle of literary associates, visiting him in Kent.!! Conrad
began a correspondence with Wells after discovering that he was responsible for the favourable
but anonymously authored notices of Alnayer’s Folly and An Outeast that had appeared in The
Saturday Review in June 1895 and May 1896 respectively.'0? In September 1898, Conrad became a
neighbour of Wells in Kent,'% and was introduced to him by Ford Madox Ford.!™* Wells may
have enjoyed Conrad’s writing,!%> but he later claimed that ‘We never really “got on”
together’,'% and mocked Conrad’s pretension to being ‘a wild, wild man’.19” But when Conrad’s
bank failed in 1904, Wells did send him twenty-five pounds.108

In my view, Conrad can neither be equated to any of his contemporaries, nor entirely

isolated from them. Jeffery Meyers extricates Conrad from his coevals altogether in Fiction and

Tide’ (1894), both being tales about dissipated white men attracted to the fringes of empire through a
kind of sympathetic hollowness (Joseph Conrad and the Adventure Tradition, p. 136). It is claimed that
Attwater provided a model for Kurtz, whose final refrain also resembles a phrase in “The Merry Men’:
““the horrot! — the horror o’ the seal”” (Harman, Robert Louis Stevenson, p. 463).

% Harman, p. 398.

97 Such as Frederick Marryat, W.H.G. Kingston, R.M. Ballantyne, and G.A. Henty (Dryden, Joseph Conrad
and the Imperial Romance, p. 2). Brantlinger makes a similar point in Rule of Darkness, p. 41.

98 Brantlinger, Rufe of Darkness, p. 239.

9 John Glendening, ‘An Entangled Bank’, p. 17.

190 David Miller, W.H. Hudson and the Elusive Paradise, London, Macmillan, 1990, p. 2; and Meyers, Joseph
Conrad, p. 156.

101 Ruth Tomalin, W.H. Hudson: A Biggraphy, London, Faber and Faber, 1982, p. 184.

102 Michael Sherborne, H.G. Wells, p. 125.

103 Sherborne, p. 138.

104 Meyers, Joseph Conrad, p. 150.

105 He produced another complimentary review of The Nigger of the Narcissus in January 1898 (Sherborne,
H.G. Wells, p. 125).

106 H.G. Wells, Experiment in Auntobiography: Discoveries and Conclusions of a Very Ordinary Brain, Vol. 11,
London, Victor Gollancz and the Cresset Press, 1934, p. 618.

107 “Letter to Elizabeth Healey, November 1943’, in The Correspondence of H.G. Wells, Vol. 1V, David C.
Smith (ed.), London and Vermont, Pickering and Chatto, 1998, p. 461.

108 Sherborne, H.G. Wells, p. 162.
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the Colonial Experience, bracketing him with later novelists like E.M. Forster, Cary, and Greene,
because they take a more complex view of interracial relations which is not antipathetic to the
plight of the native. He argues that those more typical of the romantic-adventure tradition, like
Haggard and Kipling, tend to see the world from the perspective of the righteous white man,
whose task is to overcome the exotic obstacles of tropical nature and mankind.!® It is
important not to exaggerate the alterity of Conrad in this respect. Conrad described Haggard’s
stories as ‘too horrible for words’, but he also drew inspiration from them, including perhaps
the title of his most famous novella.!"® Conrad’s relationship with Kipling was similarly
ambiguous. In private, he somewhat belittled Kipling, calling him a ‘national writer’,!"! whose

29>

““You bloody-Niggerisms™ had marred British imperial policy.!'? ‘I wouldn’t in his defence
spoil the small amount of steel that goes to the making of a needle,” he told R.B. Cunninghame
Graham in 1897;!13 but in February 1898, he wrote an unpublished and now lost essay which
did exactly that.'"* And during the summer of 1904, Conrad visited Bateman’s, making a
relatively positive impression on Kipling as ‘a large seaman full of amusing stories’.!'5 He and
Kipling did not ‘hate one another’, as T.E. Lawrence thought two giants of subjectivism and

objectivism might.!¢ Perhaps it is more fitting to see Conrad as spanning the gap between

generations, with one foot firmly in the romanticism of the nineteenth century.

The structure of my thesis

In the opening chapter, ‘Hyle’, I show that wooded wildernesses and idylls have
appeared consistently in European literature, from Ancient Greece onwards, as part of attempts
to demonstrate two competing visions of nature: materialism and idealism. I argue that the
practice of contemplating change and ideal forms through the allegory of the forest quest had
its origins in Aristotle’s Metaphysics. Thereafter, a hero’s struggle to master and colonise the
wilderness was emblematic of the idealist’s resolve to rationalise the wortld and realise the

‘good’, in the face of unruly matter and the temptation to sin. The flurry of medieval tales about

109 Jeffrey Meyers, Fiction and the Colonial Experience, Ipswich, The Boydell Press, 1973, pp. vii-viii.

110 ¥hite, Joseph Conrad and the Adventure Tradition, p. 105. He may also have named Aissa after Haggard’s
longevous queen Ayesha (S4e).

1 “Letter to Henry-Durand Davray, January 1908°, in The Collected Letters of Joseph Conrad, Vol. 1V,
Frederick R. Karl et al. (eds.), Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1990, p. 28.

112 Quoted by Ford Madox Ford in Joseph Conrad: A Personal Remembrance, New York, Octagon Books,
1965, pp. 259-60.

113 “Letter to R.B. Cunninghame Graham, 9% August 1897, in Joseph Conrad’s Letters to Cunninghame
Grabam, C.T. Watts (ed.), Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1969, p.47. In a preceding letter on the
5% August, he had conceded that ‘Mr. Kipling has the wisdom of the passing generations — and holds it in
perfect sincerity. Some of his work is of impeccable form and because of that little thing he shall sojourn
in Hell only a very short while’ (p. 45).

114 Meyers, Joseph Conrad, p. 208.

15 Lycett, Rudyard Kipling, p. 367.

116 L etter to F.N. Doubleday, March 1920°, quoted in Meyers, Joseph Conrad, p. 343.
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knights who lose themselves in the woods and degenerate towards the bestial, before emerging
renewed, wiser and more compassionate than before, partially reflected the ‘rediscovery’ of
Aristotle in the twelfth century. Later, the Enlightenment fused materialism and Christianity to
produce a vision of a godless but inherently self-ordering and benevolent universe, exemplified
by their homogenous plantations. When a view of nature as tumultuous became once more
popular in the mid-nineteenth century, the changing connotations of ‘forest’ necessitated the
import of an Indian word, ‘jungle’.

I contend in Chapter Two that, although the second half of the nineteenth century
witnessed a steady dwindling of the Christian faith in Britain, there was no Darwinian revolution
in the 1860s whereby materialism suddenly became the predominant outlook of the scientific
establishment. Instead, subsequent decades more closely resembled a period of ‘reoccupation’,
when even scientific naturalists resorted to language and ideas which lent a degree of purpose to
what seemed increasingly like an amoral universe. Three important components of this process
were neo-Lamarckian evolutionary theory, social Darwinism, and regenerative imperialism. All
of Conrad’s jungle-writing contemporaries had doubts about the existence of God or criticised
Christianity at some point in their lives, but they were equally unsatisfied with atheism and fell
back on the unconditional truths of these new dogmas. Their fictional jungles are often chaotic
places where the binary oppositions of teleology meld, but they tend ultimately to employ
romance conventions in support of a vision of nature with underlying moral purpose. Although
Conrad was mote disillusioned idealist than materialist, he used the same conventions to
contradict his peers. The way his forests consume light, people, edifices, and human reason
undercuts confident assertions of hierarchy, meaning, and the possibility of progress towards a
genuine ideal.

Thereafter, my thesis is structured according to divisions within the overall concept
which the literary forest represents, ‘nature’. And so, it behoves me to outline very briefly the
connotations of a word described by Raymond Williams as ‘the most complex ... in the
[English] language’.1'” It must suffice to note that it was probably first used, as @boic (physis) in
Greek and natura in Latin, to refer to the origins and purpose of specific things, before standing
alone in reference to the universe as a whole.!'8 I am by no means the first to note that the term
comprises different levels of meaning. For example, Glendening refers to the physical, the
social, and the moral as the three ‘realms’ of nature confronted by Victorian science.!’” These
are broadly the same as I will use in my thesis, although the latter three chapters more exactly

correspond to the biological, the anthropological, and the social; a planned fourth chapter about

17 Raymond Williams, Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society, revised edn., New York, Oxford
University Press, 1985, p. 219.

118 Michael Ferber, A Dictionary of Literary Symbols, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1999, p. 133.
119 Glendening, ‘An Entangled Bank’, p. 16.
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the moral or psychological nature of the human individual in the late nineteenth century does
not appear here.

In Chapter Three, I describe how Lamarckian evolutionary theory was used by the
scientific establishment, including by Herbert Spencer and Darwin himself, to curb the
materialist implications of natural selection in the decades after the publication of Oz the Origin of
Species. The notion of nature as amoral and circumstantial did not gain much traction until the
mid-1890s. 1 show that many of Conrad’s authorial coevals credited some type of Lamarckism,
and that their jungle stories often uphold the idea of individuals wilfully altering their biological
heritage in response to their environment. Conversely, the tropical forest in Conrad’s fiction
portrays nature as haphazard, not as steadily progressive. What signs there are of harmony and
altruism merely distract from imminent, triumphant death and disorder. In the second part of
the chapter, I point out that Darwin’s The Descent of Man elevated ‘modern’ mankind above
beasts and ‘primitives’, which fed into consequent misconceptions that natural competition
results in human perfection, while its absence leads to animalistic imperfection. I therefore
question whether the supposed negativity of late-Victorian Britain was indeed the result of
Darwin’s erosion of the human-animal boundary, as is sometimes claimed, or rather the dark
side of a resurgent anthropocentrism. British writers made use of the literary forest’s mutable
image as either shambles or arcadia to locate humanity, with numerous savage traits, in the
midst of the beneficial struggle for existence; but they also assigned to a select group of men the
power to subjugate nature. In Conrad’s unyielding jungles, putatively superior humans are
transitory intruders, and their accomplishments inconsequential. To relieve their uneasy sense of
insignificance, characters may project intention onto the face of tropical nature, but moments of
lucidity reveal its actual indifference.

In Chapter Four, I take issue with the idea that post-Darwinian hereditarianism led
directly to despondency regarding the possibility of lasting social progress in the short-term, and
to fears that the most ‘advanced’ society is as vulnerable to backsliding as the most ‘basic’. On
the contrary, Darwin and Spencer gave birth to a hierarchical and fluid model of human culture,
with modern Europeans at the top and dark-skinned ‘primitives’ at the bottom, and in which a
society’s advancement was determined by its exposure to competition. To advocates of this
developmentalism, the environment and peoples of the tropics were of interest because they
supposedly provided a glimpse of a primordial Europe, and because their salvation depended
upon European stimulation. The notion of hard heredity did become more influential during
the last decade of the century, but was used to substantiate the existence of civilised races, who
were engaged in a battle for survival with the more prolific, effete, and de-civilised races. Social
Darwinian ideas of racial and cultural superiority were common in the fiction of Haggard,
Kipling, Hudson, and Doyle. Without the protection of the right sort of human, their natives

tend to be vicious and irrational, like the disordered jungle. Although a number of Conrad’s

21



characters are social Darwinists, most ruthlessly Carlier, Travers, and Kurtz, the novels
themselves consistently undermine such convictions. Conrad’s forest, his natives, and his
Europeans are all as chaotic and paradoxical as each other.

Finally, I describe the way in which the image of the jungle was projected onto London
and its inhabitants by Victorian-Edwardian authors, who felt domestic society was far too
constrictive, effeminate, debauched, artificial, and generally degenerative. Yet, they maintained a
strict partition between such visions of fallen nature and their ideal world, consisting of a lawful
struggle for existence supervised by superior mankind: an original state they believed would
return after a rebellious interval. Towards the end of the nineteenth century, such quasi-religious
language was increasingly used to disguise a less charitable doctrine of racial supremacy that in
reality sought to enslave, plunder, and destroy; but for most writers, romances about noble
imperialists surmounting the odds to instil order and productivity in tropical wastelands were
redemptive for the individual, the jungle, its native population, and the homeland. Conrad
disliked modern European civilisation for perpetuating the complacent illusion that it
immunises citizens from savagery, and that Britain could never again become one of the ‘dark
places of the earth’. He didn’t discriminate between domestic culture and its imperial
expression, which he saw in terms of Huxley’s cosmic process masquerading as the ethical,
horticultural equivalent. Instead of gardenlike idylls, its evangelists were really engaged in the
propagation of tangled jungles, and this made modern imperialism more sorcerous and
deceptive than anything believed by nature-dwelling peoples. In this respect, and in many
others, Conrad’s representation of the tropical forest grew out of romance tradition and yet was

also highly avant-garde.
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Chapter One

Hyle

Materialist and idealist conceptions of nature

In his 1886 essay entitled ‘Ludwig Feuerbach and the Outcome of Classical German
Philosophy’, Friedrich Engels divides philosophical opinion into ‘two great camps’, the idealists
and the materialists.! In reality, the ideological boundary between these theoretically separate
factions is far from clear-cut, as I shall attempt to demonstrate in the case of Aristotle and some
Enlightenment thinkers, but the terms are nevertheless adequate for the purposes of this wide-
ranging discussion. The word ‘materialism’ was first used in the late seventeenth century,? but
the main idea it captures was pioneered by various pre-Socratic Greek philosophers, like the
‘atomists’ Leucippus of Miletus and Democritus of Abdera.? This is that matter, and the forces
which act upon it, are the fundamental basis of reality, while mind or spirit cannot exist
independently of matter. The first materialists believed that matter was itself alive and
constantly in flux (‘hylozoism’),* and therefore discounted the possibility of immaterial or
supernatural causes like gods or the human soul, excluding anthropomorphic allusions to

‘Mother Nature’.> Materialists tend to hold a monistic and relativistic view of the universe: at the

! Friedrich Engels, ‘Ludwig Feuerbach and the Outcome of Classical German Philosophy’, in Marx and
Engels, Collected Works, 3:419, p. 21.

2 One of the first was Robert Boyle in his essay “The Excellence and Grounds of Mechanical Hypothesis’
(1674), according to George Novack, The Origins of Materialism: The evolution of a scientific view of the world,
New York and London, Pathfinder, 1965, p. 15.

3 Although materialism and the socio-political ideas it promotes have varied a great deal since then. For
example, the pessimistic Epicureans advocated a /aissez-faire submission to nature, including withdrawal
and contemplation; while the more optimistic dialectical materialists urge the aggtessive alteration of
nature and mitigation of its processes upon human society (Novack, p. 10).

4 Novack, p. 101. This promoted a view of organic life and human history as prone to evolution and
degeneration. Proto-evolutionary ideas were a feature of the very first materialists. The Milesian
Anaximander believed that all land animals, including man, had once been fish (p. 87). Empedocles
thought that many of the earliest species had been monstrous misfits, including a ‘man-faced ox-progeny’,
which were subsequently eliminated (John Bellamy Foster, Brett Clark, and Richard York, Critigue of
Intelligent Design: Materialism versus Creationism from Antiquity to the Present, New York, Monthly Review Press,
2008, pp. 60-1). The Roman materialist poet, Lucretius, even suggested that humanity had developed
from a more bestial form, possibly in response to its environment (p. 62). Ideas of social evolution can be
found in Herodotus’ Histories, 1.v (‘For the cities which were formertly great, have most of them become
insignificant; and such as are at present powerful, were weak in the olden time.’).

> Novack observes that the early materialists, while generally freethinking and critical of state religion,
were not full-blown atheists (pp. 110 & 249); for example, Lucretius begins De rerum natura by invoking
the goddess Venus. The notion of Mother Earth, or Mother Nature, was particularly common among



social level, a view of all human cultures as components of the natural world; and, at the level of
the individual, of knowledge and morality as the mere accumulation of sensations derived from
the external world. Conversely, Socrates and Plato were among the first idealists, defined by
Engels as ‘those who asserted the primacy of mind over nature’. If they accepted matter as real
and not some passing illusion, they saw it as generally inert and moved only by forms, ideas, or
God.¢ Idealism, upon which Christianity was founded, tends to posit a dualistic vision of reality
containing acute and hierarchical contrasts between those things associated with heavenly forms
and those with base mattet: between God and man, man and animals, civilisation and untamed
nature, the rational soul and the irrational, sensuous body. The mastery of nature by reason is an
integral feature of the teleological ethos. In this chapter, I shall discuss how the image of the
forest, as an orderly garden or as wild jungle, has been used throughout Western literature to

illustrate both materialist and idealist visions of nature.

Ancient Greece and the origins of hyle

Aristotle is commonly credited with establishing the figurative association between the
forest and unordered matter by expressing the latter concept via the word DAn (frequently
transliterated as ‘hyle’), which meant ‘woodland’, ‘undergrowth’, ‘timber’, and possessed the
ancillary connotation of ‘mud’ or ‘slime’.” The word occurs frequently in his Metaphysics, where
he defines it contradictorily as both the most fundamental of things® and distinguishable from
prime matter or mpwt) VAN (‘proto hyle’).? Traditionally, Aristotle is interpreted as believing that
matter is an eternal thing without any definite properties of its own, but with the potential to be
cither one of a pair of extremes.!? Alone, raw matter is non-existent and unknowable,!! a state
of potentiality which Aristotle compares to sleep'? and contrasts with the wakefulness of pure

form, which is an entelechy (complete actuality).!> However, the combination of form with

them, including Epicurus, who wrote: ‘We are left with the conclusion that the name of mother has
rightly been bestowed on earth, since out of the earth everything is born.” (Quoted in Foster, Clark, and
York, Critique of Intelligent Design, p. 60.) The goddess Natura persisted in Roman culture and can be seen
again in Bernardus Silvestris’s twelfth-century poem Cosmographia, where she is an intermediary between
God and the material world Newman, God and the Goddesses, p. 53).

¢ This idea of matter as inactive or dead would persist into the reincarnated, Enlightenment form of
materialism.

7 Henry George Liddell and Robert Scott, A Greek-English Lexicon, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1940,
[website]  http://perseus.uchicago.edu/cgi-bin/philologic/getobject.pl?c.76:3:160.LS], (accessed 19t
December 20106).

8 Aristotle, Metaphysics, trans. Hugh Lawson-Tancred, London, Penguin, 2004, 1029a, p. 175.

9 Aristotle, 1049a, p. 271.

10 Based on what Aristotle writes at 1069b, p. 357. This was the reading of Augustine, Simplicius, and
Aquinas, according to Thomas Ainsworth (‘Form Vs. Matter’, [website]
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2016/entries/form-matter/, (accessed 20t December 2016)).

11 Aristotle, 1036a, p. 204. See also Kellie Robertson, ‘Medieval Materialism’, p. 100.

12 Aristotle, 1048b, p. 267.

13 Aristotle, 1074a, p. 380.
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matter makes an object sensually perceptible:' for example, though the soul is intangible
because it is pure form, a human is a composite of body and soul, matter and form.!'> In
possessing capricious hyle, the ambiguity of which Aristotle describes as ‘the cause of the
accidental’,' a substance becomes susceptible to change;'7 or rather to destruction,'® for during
change it is only the matter that persists.!” In this way, Aristotle declares, it may be said that all
nature has matter’.?0

It is my position that the Mezaphysics lays the foundation for the literary convention,
found in a great deal of medieval and nineteenth-century romance, that the true forms of
mankind and civilisation are discovered through the allegory of forest adventure. At the
conclusion of Book Seven, Aristotle presents the questions ‘what is man?” and ‘why is a cultured
man a cultured man?’ as counterparts of his central topic ‘what is a substance?” He argues that a
better line of inquiry would be ‘why man is such-and-such an animal’ or ‘why is this body here
in the state that it is in a man?’ because ‘this shows that the cause that is the object of inquiry is
that by virtue of which the matter [DAng] is in the state that it is in. And this cause is the form,
and the form the substance.’?! Thus, Aristotle insists that identification and isolation of a thing’s
material or natural attributes is the best means of establishing the character of its immaterial and

supernatural soul:

And in the same spirit, man does not consist of animal and bipedal. Rather, if we take
these latter to be the material components, there must be some additional entity, neither
an element nor composed of an element, but just that very thing the removal of which
leads to a purely material account.??

This establishes the template whereby quests of identity, particularly regarding humanity’s true
or ideal identity, are resolved through hyle or forest encounters.

Although I have already stated that Aristotle was the first thinker to make an overt
connection between unorganised matter and forest, I think it is likely that he didn’t hit upon the
analogy individually but was elaborating on a pre-existing connection.?? Certainly, his hyle bears
a close resemblance to Plato’s primordial ‘receptacle’ (Onodoym), described as ywpag del or

‘everlasting space’ (Timaens, 49a & 52a); for ywpo (or khora) meant not only ‘space’ but ‘the

14 Aristotle, 1042a, p. 234.

15 Aristotle, 1037a, p. 209.

16 Aristotle, 1027a, p. 159.

17 Aristotle, 1068b, p. 349.

18 Aristotle, 1039b, p. 223.

19 Aristotle, 1045a, p. 247 & 1069b, p. 357

20 Aristotle, 995a, p. 48.

21 Aristotle, 1041b, pp. 228-9.

22 Aristotle, 1043b, p. 240.

23 The fact that wood is also representative of primal matter in Indian culture might be seen as supportive
of this notion (A Penguin Dictionary of Symbols, Chevalier and Gheerbrant (eds.), 274 edn., London, Penguin,
1996, p. 1123).
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countryside’, or perhaps ‘backwoods’.?* No doubt Aristotle was also inspired by the natural
philosophers he catalogues in Book One of the Metaphysics: those for whom ‘causes in the form
of matter were alone the principle of all things’.?5 Thus, in its combination of profusion and
blankness, hyle resembles the swarm of atoms in the void which Leucippus and Democritus
postulated in the fifth century BC as the origin of the universe,® or even the primeval
substratum named ‘the boundless’ by the Milesian Anaximander in the preceding century.?” And
surely these thinkers were influenced by the ancient Greek creation myth that began with the
silent and misty gap of ydog (or Khaos), attended by Nyx (Night’), Erebus (‘Darkness’), and
Tartaros (‘Hell’), and from which sprang Gaia, ‘the Earth’.? This would help to explain the
correspondence between notions of primal matter, the chthonic, and wild spaces. Indeed, one
could argue that early Classical materialism was little more than an extension of Greek
mythology’s tragic fatalism, most plainly to be perceived in the period’s devotion to Dionysus.
Many of the features of Aristotle’s matter can be traced in the uninhibited god of nature
and fertility. According to tradition, Dionysus was the son of Semele, originally a Phrygian earth
goddess, whom he later resurrected from the underworld. He was himself dismembered by the
titans and subsequently revived. This supposedly led Heraclitus to regard him as not just
chthonian and regenerative, but the very same deity as Hades.?” John P. Anderson notes a
subterranean quality in the Dionysian symbol of the serpent, and describes him as existing ‘in
the undifferentiated, in the primal unity of natural life’ 30 Like hyle, he is deeply paradoxical.

Walter Otto writes,

It is true that the worlds of the other gods are not without paradox. But none of these
worlds is as disrupted by it as is the wotld of Dionysus ... this god who is the most
delightful of all the gods is at the same time the most frightful. No single Greek god
even approaches Dionysus in the horror of his epithets, which bear witness to a
savagery that is absolutely without mercy. In fact, one must evoke the memory of the
monstrous horror of eternal darkness to find anything at all comparable.?!

24 Henry George Liddell, A Greek-English Lexicon, [website], http://perseus.uchicago.edu/cgi-
bin/philologic/getobject.pl?c.82:6:150.LS], (accessed 2274 December 2016).

2 Aristotle, 983b, p. 12-13. Aristotle’s hylomorphic model has been described as a fusion of materialism
and idealism; indeed, Novack goes as far as to claim that Aristotle shifted from Platonic idealism towards
materialism as his thinking progressed (The Origins of Materialism, p. 175).

26 Novack, pp. 138-41.

27 Novack, p. 93.

28 See Hesiod’s Theogony (trans. A. Athanassakis, Baltimore, Johns Hopkins University Press, 1983):
‘Chaos was botn first and after her came Gaia/the broad-breasted’ (133-34). And also Aristophanes, The
Birds, trans. Benjamin B. Rogers, London, George Bell and Sons, 1906, p. 93: “There was Chaos at first,
and Darkness, and Night, and Tartarus vast and dismal’, etc. (693-5).

2 Heraclitus of Ephesus, quoted in Clement of Alexandria, The Protrepticus, 11, and in Walter F. Otto,
Dionysus: Myth and Cult, London, Indiana University Press, 1965, p. 116. Otto cites the fact that the dead
were often celebrated at Dionysian festivals as further verification of this theory.

3 John P. Anderson, Conrad’s ‘Heart of Darkness’: Rebirth of Tragedy, Florida, Universal Publishers, 2005, p.
16.

31 Otto, Dionysus, p. 113.
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The duality of Dionysus is borne out in part through his vegetative associations, acquired
because he represents ‘the driving force of mere life ... most easily seen in plants, particularly
plants in the teeming Congo jungle’.3? Described by Plutarch as a ‘tree god’, two of his most
prominent symbols were the invigorating vine and the sombre, deathly ivy. His ability to instil
both orgiastic ecstasy and murderous rage in his initiates is unforgettably described by Euripides
in The Bacchae, where the arrival of the god in the city of Thebes precipitates a bout of collective
madness among the female population. After following Dionysus into the forest, they idle their
time away drinking wine, listening to music, suckling wild animals, and looking for lovers. When
they discover King Pentheus hidden in a tree, the women, among them the king’s mother,
Agave, believe him to be a mountain lion and frenziedly tear him to pieces with their bare
hands. Pentheus’ horrific fate in the forests of Mount Cithaeron expresses the period’s belief in
the primacy of plastic nature over hubristic mankind. The integrity and constancy of the human
form, civic authority, and the rational intellect (as opposed to unconscious instinct and the wild
abandon of licentious passions) are all exposed as fallacious presumption.”

The Bacchae may suggest, along materialist lines, that the primeval forces of destruction
embodied by Dionysus are a potentially positive source of renewal, but, as Harrison points out,
it was written at a time when tragic wisdom based on the folly of human arrogance was giving
way to the more anthropocentric idealism of Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle.35 In many ways this
transition resembles the usurpation of the Dionysian by the Apollonian disposition, according
to the scheme laid out by Nietzsche in The Birth of Tragedy (1872). In contrast to the feminine,
chthonic, and arboreal unrestraint of Dionysus, Apollo represents sunlight, disdain for women,
and the inhibition of the Dionysian impulse: he is ‘behind the notions of responsibility, status,
hierarchy, and control structure in general’.3¢ Robert Graves describes the god as the champion
of religious law, cities, and cultivation.?” Socrates and Plato likewise defended the legal authority
of the Athenian state at a time when it was being undermined from within by sophists like
Protagoras, who argued that there was no such thing as objective truths like justice and injustice;
that ideals, in common with the natural world, are subject to circumstance, contradiction, and
constant change.® They countered this relativism with a dualistic and hierarchical system of
absolutes, distinguishing between physical phenomena and ‘forms’ or ‘ideas’ (g1d7). Plato

accepted the material realm was unstable and full of contradictions, as Novack states, ‘but this

32 Anderson, Rebirth of Tragedy, p. 16.

3 Plutarch, ‘Symposiacs’, Bk. V, Q. iii, as cited in Otto, Dionysus, p. 157.

3 As Robert Pogue Harrison (Forests: The Shadow of Civilisation, London, University of Chicago Press,
1993, p. 36) in part suggests.

% Harrison, p. 38.

36 Anderson, Rebirth of Tragedy, p. 20.

37 Robert Graves, Greek Myths, as quoted in Anderson, p. 26.

38 Novack, The Origins of Materialism, p. 186. It was Protagoras who argued that there was no such thing as
hot and cold winds because the same wind could feel hot to one person and cold to another.
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changeability and these manifold, elusive, contradictory properties belong only to empirical
things, to matter, to the bodily state, to sense perception’?® For him, the immaterial realm of the
forms constituted an eternal, immutable, and essential reality, above and beyond illusory
phenomena.® Thus, he argues in The Laws, natural justice does exist as a universal and constant
form that the laws of a state might faithfully replicate; the relativistic alternative, he avers,
amounts to no more than preaching that ‘might is right’.#! Indeed, for Plato, discovery and
achievement of the forms, especially that of the Good, was the ultimate purpose of existence.*
On the relationship between matter and form, Aristotle was more ambivalent than
Plato, who deemed them utterly discrete.#3 In Book XIII of the Metaphysics, he even appears to
distance himself from his mentor by referring to the ‘absurdities that ensue unto those who
affirm, both the existence of Forms, and Forms too in a condition of separability from things’.#+
Aristotle has generally been interpreted as identifying objects as compounds of matter azd form,
with the latter questing to realise its purpose in conflict with the disruptive influence of the
former. Harrison summarises the imagined relationship as follows: ‘Forms maintain themselves
in the world through a kind of restraint. Restraint is active resistance against the amorphous
chaos of matter, which forever wants to draw phenomena back into the matrix of life.’#
Aristotle himself made a comparison with the slave (matter) and his master (form): occasionally,
the slave disobeys his owner, whereby their positions become inverted, and hideous anarchy
and waste abounds; ultimately, however, the master will reassert his authority, leading to the
return of harmony, beauty, and purposiveness.* In this way, the first idealists tended to imagine
the cosmos as lawfully divided at every level between the subordinate material axis and the
superior spiritual or mental axis. At a biological level, Xenophon records in his Memorabilia that
Socrates believed humans to have been uniquely moulded in the likeness of a divine Creator,
who intended the world and its beasts to serve our needs.”’ In terms of human society, Plato
differentiated in his Republic between a ruling race of ‘golden’ men, ‘silver’ auxiliaries, and baser

classes of labourers.* In metaphysical terms, it was desirable for the soul’s reason and spirit to

¥ Novack, p. 230.

4 In contrast to Nietzsche, who saw the Apollonian as the dreamlike veil which conceals Dionysian
reality (Anderson, Rebirth of Tragedy, p. 20).

4 Plato, Laws, Book X, [website] http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/laws.10.x.html, (accessed 29™ January
2017).

42 Novack, The Origins of Materialism, p. 233.

4 Kellie Robertson calls Aristotle ‘the most setious interlocutor of atomism and materialism rather than
its “oppressor’” (‘Medieval Materialism’, p. 100).

4 Aristotle, 1087a, p. 427. Aristotle tended to substitute Plato’s notion of Forms with four causes,
particularly the ‘final cause’ (i.e. For what end does a thing come into existence?). See also Metaphysics,
Books VI & VII, and De _Anima, Book 1.

4 Harrison, Forests, p. 34.

46 Aristotle,  Nicomachean — Ethics, 1161232, and  Ewdemian — Ethics, 1249b.6,  [website]
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hoppet/, (accessed 29 January 2017).

47 Xenophon, Memorabilia, Bk. 1V iii, Op. Cit..

48 Plato, Republic, Bk. 111.415a, Op. Cit..
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regulate the bodily appetites. As I shall attempt to convey, this model would exert a profound

influence on medieval philosophy and literature.

Silva in Roman literature

After Aristotle, the linguistic association between forest, disorder, and genesis went
from strength to strength, for when the Romans came to translate OAn into Latin, they too
opted either for the word silva (meaning ‘“forest’) or materia (meaning ‘wood’, and which itself
stems from mater or ‘mother’).# The ideological conflict between teleological and materialist
wortldviews also extended well into the period of Roman domination, with members of the
Platonic and Stoic schools, such as Zeno, Cicero, and Plutarch, propounding a providential
model of nature, an Apollonian devotion to restraint, and a suspicion of wild landscapes,
mankind, and passions. Their main opponents were followers of the Greek philosopher
Epicurus (e. 341 — 270 BC), who drew on the traditions of atomism to portray the universe as
consisting of solid bodies falling through a void.5! Unlike Democritus, he was concerned with
escaping an utterly deterministic philosophy, and so postulated that atoms deviate from the
perpendicular almost imperceptibly in their flight, which supposedly endows the cosmos with
an element of contingency and mankind with moral freedom.? Epicurus did resemble his
materialist forebears in attacking notions of a natural hierarchy and preaching a relativistic
outlook: ‘There never has been an absolute justice, only an agreement reached in social
intercourse, differing from place to place and from time to time, for preventing the injury of
one man by another.”>® The figure who did the most to popularise Epicureanism in ancient
Rome was Lucretius, whose poem De rerum natura attacks the Stoical conception of a
providential, purposeful, and ideal universe, instead proposing a vision of an indifferent nature
composed of atoms and void, in which the human senses are fundamentally dependable.

The Romans were disposed to define their culture by its opposition to undomesticated
forests and nature. The borders of the eatly republic (res publica) were demarcated by the
surrounding no man’s land (res nullius), and presided over by the god of sacred boundaries,

Silvanus.>* Indeed, it is difficult not to conclude that the Romans associated the wild forest with

4 Harrison, Forests, p. 28.

0 In De Natura Deorum (45 BC).

51 This was the third of his twelve elementary principles of atomism (Novack, The Origins of Materialism, p.
249).

52 Novack, pp. 251 & 254.

53 Epicurus, ‘36" Sovran Maxim’, in Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers: Book X (Epicurus),
[website] http://www.petseus.tufts.edu/hoppet/, (accessed 29t January 2017).

5% The scholar Servius tells us that, by the fourth century AD, there were three different words for forest
in use: silva (a dense forest), nenmus (a wood with clearings for cattle, etc.), and /ueus (a sacred grove). The
last term is derived from the word Zux (light’), perhaps because the sanctuaries of such deities tended to
be located in clearings open to the sky (Servius, Commentaries on the Aeneid, Note 1.441, [website]
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an existential menace to their civilisation. The state gave legal entitlement of land to anyone who
cleared it of forest. Spread over hundreds of years, the consequence of this policy was massive
soil erosion and impoverishment of formerly prosperous territories like North Africa. The vast
forests beyond the Alps were especially daunting, as one senses from Pliny the Elder’s
description of the Hercynian Forest, north of the Danube: Such ‘gigantic oaks, uninjured by the
lapse of ages, and contemporary with the creation of the world, by their near approach to
immortality surpass all other marvels known’.5 In a blend of myth and reality, historians played
up the association between forests and the northern European cultures which resisted Roman
hegemony; a prejudice that survives in the English word ‘savage’, a derivation of siva. The
setting for one of the most infamous military setbacks in Roman history was the Teutoburg
Forest, where, in AD 9, three legions led by Publius Quinctilius Varus were ambushed and
massacred by thirty thousand German warriors. According to Tacitus, when Germanicus led the
re-conquest of the region six years later, he supposedly found the battlefield untouched and, in
an echo of Dionysian dismemberment, the heads of Roman soldiers nailed to tree trunks.5

Tacitus relates similar woodland atrocities by Gothic peoples elsewhere:

At a stated period, all the tribes of the same race assemble by their representatives in a
grove [silvam] consecrated by the auguries of their forefathers, and by immemorial
associations of terror. Here, having publicly slaughtered a human victim, they celebrate
the horrible beginning of their barbarous rite. Reverence also in other ways is paid to
the grove.”’

In the Roman imagination, British Celts were no less arboreous. The geographer Strabo claimed
that ‘forests are their cities’,’ and once more the overall impression given by historians is of
woodland altars drenched in the blood and entrails of sacrificed prisoners.” However, it is
significant that Tacitus’ portrayal of such tribes is not entirely unflattering. Part of his purpose is
to draw a cautionary comparison between the robust and virile Germans, living in their wooden

huts amid the forest, and the marbled decadence of Rome.5° For him, their forest home was not

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/, (accessed 29t January 2017)). Cleatly, the Roman attitude to this
category of woodland was very different. Pliny went so far as to claim that less reverence was paid in
imperial Roman society to statues of ivory and gold than to the stillness of the forest (Pliny the Elder,
Naturalis Historia, Book XII, Chapter ii, “The Early History of Trees’, trans. John Bostock and H.T. Riley,
London, H.G. Bohn, 1855, [website] http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/, (accessed 29™ January
2017)).

% Pliny the Elder, Naturalis Historia, Book XVI, Chapter ii, “‘Wonders Connected with Trees in the
Northern Regions’.

% Cornelius Tacitus, Annales, trans. George G. Ramsay, Vol. I, Book I, Chapter 61, London, John
Murray, 1904, p. 75.

57 Cornelius Tacitus, De Origine et Situ Germanorum Liber, trans. Henry Furneaux, Chapter 39.ii., Oxford,
Clarendon Press, 1900, [website] http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hoppet/, (accessed 29% January 2017).

58 Strabo, Geographica, trans. H.C. Hamilton and W. Falconer, Vol. I, Book IV, Ch. 5.ii, London, H. Bohn,
1854, p. 297.

% Cornelius Tacitus, Annales, trans. George G. Ramsay, Vol. I1I, Book XIV, Chapter 30, p. 207.

0 Cornelius Tacitus, De Origine et Sitn Germanorum Liber, trans. Henry Furneaux, Chapter 30.
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just a savage and impenetrable wilderness, but a topography that tested the natural faculties of
its inhabitants.

In the poetry and literature of Rome, it is possible to discern the influence of
Aristotelian cosmogony in the way the forest modulates from a /locus terribilis of disorder and
irrationality to a gardenlike focus amoenus (or ‘pleasant place’). The Aeneid of Virgil can be seen as
the origin of the romance genre, wherein heroes escape political turmoil or amorous indulgence
at home to transform remote, wild locations into orderly and thriving colonies.®! This template
is compressed in Books Seven and Eight of the epic poem, when Aeneas and his band of
followers travel up the Tiber into a marvellous forest, which he recognises as the future site of
his city. Evander, the builder of a pre-existing citadel tells the hero that Latium was once the
refuge of Saturn in the aftermath of his overthrow by Jupiter.0? Evander describes how the
forest of that time became a new Arcadia when Saturn gave laws to the savage inhabitants —
fauns, nymphs and men born of tough trees — and ruled over them until this idyll was replaced
by a meaner age of greed and war.®3

Ovid’s Metamorphoses, the other seminal literary work of the Augustan age in which
woodlands recur, resounds with Aristotle’s hylomorphism, as well as more decisively materialist
influences. There are some grounds for the Neo-Platonist or Christian reading of the
Metamorphoses as celebrating the imposition of divine order on primordial chaos; or, at a
metaphysical level, a change in the soul which leads to God.®* However, onwards from the
description of Creation at the beginning of Book One, in which ‘God, or kindly Nature, ended
strife’ (Hane dens et melior litem natura diremid) > one senses the poem’s ambivalence. In Book
Three, Ovid’s sketch of the scene of Actacon’s voyeuristic transgression, a valley ‘deep in the
woods’ called Gargaphie, jars with the notion of intelligent design: ‘In its most sacred nook
there was a well-shaded grotto, wrought by no artist’s hand [arte laboratum nulla). But Nature by
her own cunning had imitated art [sizulaverat artem ingenio natura suol; for she had shaped a native
arch of living rock [pumice vivo] and soft tufa.’®® Instead of rationalising Actacon’s subsequent

dismemberment as divine retribution for delving into forbidden knowledge, as later Christian

1 Corinne |. Saunders, The Forest of Medieval Romance, Cambridge, D.S. Brewer, 1993, pp. 33-4.

92 Hence the derivation of the region’s name from /Jatere, the Latin word meaning ‘to hide’.

0 Virgil, The Aeneid: Books 1'1I-X, trans. A.A. Irwin Nesbitt, VII1.306-396, London, W.B. Clive and Co.,
1900, pp. 9-12. Virgil sets Rome’s founding myth of Italian origin, which also appears in Livy’s .A4b Urbe
Condita, at a later date. This relates how a Vestal Virgin, Rhea Silvia, having been impregnated by the god
Mars, gives birth to the twins Romulus and Remus, who are then abandoned in the forests of Latium. For
a short time they are suckled by a she-wolf, before a herdsman raises them to be brigands, and Romulus
goes on to found a city of outlaws and refugees.

4 Caroline Walker Bynum, Metamorphosis and ldentity, New York, Zone Books, 2001, pp. 99 & 110. She
lists Arnulf of Otleans as one such commentatot.

05 Ovid, Metamorphoses, trans. Brookes More, Book 1.21, Boston, Cornhill, 1922, [website]
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hoppet/, (accessed 27* January 2017).

% Ovid, Metamorphoses, trans. Frank J. Miller, Book 3.158-160, Cambridge, Massachusetts, Hatrvard
University Press, 1971, pp. 134-5.
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scholars would, the poet in fact bemoans injustice that arises from arbitrary circumstance.” The
fickleness of Ovid’s wotld is mote in accordance with Aristotle than Plato, for its inhabitants’
susceptibility to sudden fragmentation,®® or their transformation into flora and fauna, points
towards the deceptive fluidity of form and the underlying, material unity of all things.® In
common with a more materialist perspective, boundaries between categories of being (god,
human, animal, etc.) and between opposing values (hunter/hunted; chastity/rape) are startlingly
permeable.”” Nowhere is this more apparent than in the tree-filled landscapes of the
Metamorphoses, which have the potential to deteriorate rapidly from the orderly and idyllic setting
of the virida silva (‘the greenwood’), where moments of divine inspiration occur, into forbidding
and overpowering wildernesses.”! Inevitably, such fluctuating environments also represent an
inner world of the human psyche that is vulnerable to unpredictable passions, as Saunders

elucidates:

Ovid’s forest becomes a world in which gods, humans and the hierarchy of creatures in
between wander, falling prey to their most instinctive and irrational desires, or those of
others. The end of such pursuits is often tragic or violent, so that the forest takes on a
symbolic quality as the labyrinthine, dark and wild landscape appropriate to the darker
side of the passions. This quality fits in well with the interpretation of the forests as
signifying /yle, chaos and uncontrolled passions.”

The wildernesses of early Christianity

It may be reductive to describe the ascent of Christianity in Europe as a victory lasting
more than a thousand years for the idealist over the materialist worldview; the religion’s
influences and history are too diverse and obscure for such a claim to withstand much scrutiny.
However, simplifications are unavoidable in an introductory study, and 1 would argue there is
sufficient justification to assert that Christianity effectively banished the tragic pessimism of
classical mythology, with its cyclical, hopeless universe; so too the relativism of the atomists and

sophists. Epicurus was anathema to the early Church fathers generally, and St Augustine in

67 Ovid, 3.141-2, pp. 134-5.

% Note here the violent deaths in wooded settings of Pentheus (3.708-733) and Orpheus (11.1-43).

9 Particulatly evocative of Aristotle is the line which Conrad paraphrases in 1ictory (Part 11, Ch. iii, p. 76):
‘Be sure there’s nothing perishes in the whole universe; it does but vary and renew its form’ (15.254-5).

0 Andrew Feldherr, ‘Metamorphosis in The Metamorphoses’, in The Cambridge Companion to Ovid, Hardie
(ed.), Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2002, pp. 171 & 175. In the same volume, Stephen Hinds
(‘Landscape with figures’) observes that the victims of lustful predation in the Metamorphoses are often
virgin devotees of Diana (Daphne, Syrinx, Callisto, Arethusa, etc.) who have previously embraced the
hunt as a rejection of sexuality (p. 131).

1 Stephen Hinds cites the example of the rape of Io by Jupiter (1.590-600), when the landscape’s ‘groves
thicken into pathless forests, its shade into darkness, its inherent numinousness into menace’ (in Hardie
(ed.), p. 132).

72 Saunders, The Forest of Medieval Romance, p. 31.
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particular, for rejecting the idea of providence, and for the importance he placed on pleasure”
and the bodily senses.”* As George Steiner has said, the possibility in Christianity of redemption
and the afterlife is fundamentally optimistic: it is a commedia that ends well.” Due to the
synthesis achieved by figures like Clement of Alexandria (¢. 150-216), an important influence on
Christianity was the Platonic vision of existence based on a hierarchy of fixed and mutually
exclusive paradigms, in which purpose amounts to comprehending and emulating the will of
God, the personification of Aoyog. Logos means ‘word’, ‘language’, ‘speech’, and ‘narrative’, as
well as ‘reason’, ‘argument’, and ‘law’.7® The Gospel of John associates it with God, goodness,

life, and light:

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.
The same was in the beginning with God. All things were made by him; and without
him was not any thing made that was made. In him was life; and the life was the light of
men. And the light shineth in darkness; and the datkness comprehended it not. (John
1:1-5)77

Thus, the ungodly antithesis of /gos is the irrationality of hyle and Dionysus, who would
commonly appear to a deafening pandemonium among his entourage, followed by a sudden,
deathly silence.” According to Walter Otto, this wordless combination” reveals ‘the wild spirit

of the dreadful, which mocks all laws and institutions’:

A wild up-roar and a numbed silence — these are only different forms of the Nameless,
of that which shatters all composure. The maenad, whose shrill exultation we think we
have just heard, frightens us with her rigid stare, in which we can see the reflection of
the horror which drives her mad.®

3 Foster, Clark, and York, Critigue of Intelligent Design, p. 57. See St Augustine, The City of God, Vol. 11,
Book XIX.i, trans. Marcus Dods, Edinburgh, T. & T. Clark, 1871, p. 294. Dante would later categorise
Epicureans as heretics, and place them in burning tombs for eternity, amid the sixth circle of Hell (The
Divine Comedy: Inferno, trans. Allen Mandelbaum, London, Alfred A. Knopf, 1995, Canto X, pp. 98-101).

7 St Augustine, The City of God, Vol. 1, Book VIILvii, trans. Marcus Dods, Edinburgh, T. & T. Clark,
1871, p. 316.

5 “Tragedy’, In Our Time, BBC Radio Four, 204 December 1999, [radio programme]. By contrast,
Lucretius believed that the existing world was in its declining phase and coming to its end (Novack, The
Origins of Materialism, p. 274).

76 Henry George Liddell and Robert Scott, A  Greek-English  Lexicon,  [website]
http://perseus.uchicago.edu/cgi-bin/philologic/getobject.pl?c.43:9:139.15], (accessed 30% January 2017).
"7 The Holy Bible: King James Version, John 1:1-5.

8 One is reminded of the outbreak of ‘excessive’ shrieking followed by an equally ‘excessive’ silence in
‘Heart of Darkness’ (p. 68).

7 Which Nietzsche expressed as ‘o totenstiller Larm! in ‘Ruhm und Ewigkeit’, Dionysosdithyramben (1891),
[website] http://www.thenietzschechannel.com/works-pub/dd/dd.htm, (accessed 30 January 2017).

80 Otto, Dionysus, pp. 92 & 93. Thus, melancholy silence was an indication that a woman had become a
Bacchante, possessed by Dionysus, and was replicating the shades of the underworld (Otto, pp. 94 &
115).
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Due to the influences I have outlined, pre-medieval Christianity would regard hyle as a
menace to its spiritual ideal.8! This aversion to untruly nature spanned both the physical and the
metaphysical realms. The nascent religion drew on Gnosticism to contend that every human
contains a rational, immortal soul, which had fallen from its original realm of light and
perfection into the evil, material world. Here, it had become trapped in a body of mortal flesh
and corrupted by demonic earthly forces. The only way to rescue and return the soul to God
was by obtaining a proper knowledge (or gnosis) of itself.82 St Augustine was so perturbed by the
thought of matter taking precedence over a demiurgical God that he revised the story of the
Creation to decree that the universe had been generated ex nibils (‘out of nothing’).” However,
as a cautionary device, hyle was too useful to be discarded altogether, therefore he retained in
practice its degenerative peril by placing greater doctrinal emphasis on Adam’s original sin and
the world as subsequently fallen. In his Confessions, Augustine uses the forest as an allegory for
such an existence, filled with illicit passions and temptations: ‘In this vast forest [sz/va], filled
with snares and dangers, see how many I have cut away and thrust out of my heart, even as you
have granted me to do, O God of my salvation.”®* Others followed in Augustine’s footsteps. In
his re-interpretation of The Aeneid to suit the Christian system of morals, Servius equates the
Avernus forest of Book Six with the vicissitudes and enticements of earthly life through which
the hero must travel in search of the golden bough of spiritual perfection: ‘for by the forests,
shadows and dark places are signified, where lust and unbridled passion rule’.%

This Christian literary tradition of using wild woods as a metaphor for the temptation
to sin, known as the ervorem sylvarum (‘the deception of the forest’),8¢ also arose from the traits
associated with the desert in the Old Testament. Today, we tend to imagine this landscape

realistically, as an arid Middle-Eastern expanse, but when medieval scholars retold biblical

81 Harrison, Forests, p. 61.

82 Watson, Ideas, p. 313.

85 This marked a departure from the Neo-Platonic version to which Augustine’s forebears subscribed.
For example, in his fourth-century AD commentaries on the Timaens, Chalcidius describes the ordering of
hyle by the provident spirit of God (Chalcidius, Commentaries on the Timaeus, V1l.cxxiii, as translated in
Saunders, The Forest of Medieval Romance, p. 20).

84 St Augustine, Confessions, X.xxxv, [website] http://faculty.georgetown.edu/jod/latinconf/10.html,
(accessed 30 January 2017).

8 Servius, Servii grammatici, V1.1.131, as quoted in Saunders, The Forest of Medieval Romance, p. 21.

86 The association in early Christianity between unhumanised nature and moral errancy was largely
conceptual, but the more practical motive behind the Church’s hostility to forests was that they remained
the last strongholds of pagan rites. The ancient Roman cults of the forest were smoothly substituted for
those of saints, such as St Silvester, St Silvanus, or St Quiricus (a reference to the oak tree, guercus, which
was sacred to Jupiter), and the sanctity of many Roman woodlands was preserved, becoming the location
for churches and hermitages. And yet, the Church found it necessary to discourage any reference to half-

human half-animal figures, and in the seventh century attempted to quash the New Year tradition of
dressing up in animal skins. There also seems to have been particular difficulty in getting Britons to cease
worshipping trees. There is evidence of the gradual synthesis of pagan and Christian customs in The
Dream of the Rood, which depicts the cross in its initial form of a tree. But it was still necessary for Canute
to issue a proclamation in 1018 prohibiting the worship of ‘any kind of forest tree’ (Richard Hayman,
Trees: Woodlands and Western Civilisation, London, Hambledon, 2003, pp. 14 & 15).
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wilderness stories, they often transposed them to the wooded wastelands of their own
experience. The desert of Judaic tradition is juxtaposed with the Garden of Eden, an abundant
and harmonious idyll in which mankind is dominant; for it resembles the wilds where Adam
must ‘till the ground from whence he was taken’, having been exiled from his /ocus amoenus tor
abandoning God’s law.87 For different reasons, the wilderness also contrasts with cities, the first
of which was established by Cain® and which would come to epitomise sinful excess in the
form of Sodom, Gomorrah, Babel, and Rome. The wilds are a place of deviancy and suffering,
but they also facilitate purgation, contemplation, and revelation. Elijah is the archetypal figure
who renounces the corruption of human society and attains divine inspiration in the
wilderness.®® And there is the example of the Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar, whose
boastfulness is punished by God with a seven-year bout of insanity, during which he lives in the
desert and thinks himself to be an ox. The uncivilised landscape is appropriate to the
madman,’! reflecting the inner deficiencies of Nebuchadnezzar’s soul, while expediting his
rehabilitation. The convention of /i deserti as places of moral improvement continues in the
New Testament with John the Baptist” and Jesus Christ, who fasts in the Judean desert for a
period of forty days and nights like Elijah, and is subject to temptation by the devil.”

At the dawn of Christianity, there were a number of men who sought to emulate these
biblical examples. When the persecution of Christians declined in the Roman Empire around
the middle of the second century AD, the movement of Monasticism was founded west of the
Nile Delta by men hoping to find in the desert’s demons a substitute for martyrdom.”* Among
those who constituted this movement was St Paul of Thebes, who allegedly lived for a hundred
years in a cave; St Anthony, who is recorded as having resisted in the wilderness a series of
supernatural temptations; and St Jerome, who immersed himself in contemplation in the desert
near Antioch in the fourth century. For Saunders, all these stories fit a certain pattern

originating from the Old Testament:

87 The Holy Bible: King James Version, Genesis 3:22.

8 The Holy Bible, Genesis 4:16.

8 The Holy Bible, 1 Kings 19:1-15.

% The Holy Bible, Daniel 4:28-37.

9 St Jerome, in his Commentaries on the Book of Daniel (4:1), also makes the comparison between
madness and the existence of a wild beast in the forest: ‘For once men have lost their reason, who would
not perceive them to lead their existence like brutish animals in the open fields and forest regions?’ (trans.
Gleason L. Atrcher, 1958, [website] http://www.tertullian.org/fathers/jerome daniel 02 texthtm,
(accessed 30t January 2017)).

92 The Gospel of Mark 1:1-7 describes John the Baptist as ‘the voice of one crying in the wilderness’, and
in such a place existing on locusts and wild honey, clothed in camel’s hair and a girdle of skin, while
baptising the penitent.

9 The temptation of Christ is detailed in the Gospels of Matthew (4:1-11), Mark (1:12-13), and Luke (4:1-
13).

% Watson, Ideas, p. 309.
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The life of the desert was two-fold in purpose: the absolute escape from the world’s
vices which it offered might, through the accompanying hardship and sense of loss,
bring the wiles of the devil closer to become the ultimate test. The temptation-filled
desert thus became the place in which God educated his people.®

Following Augustine, Christianity became a more communal and urban religion, but a belief
that hardship and isolation are beneficial for the soul inspired two ascetic movements in
medieval BEurope: the desertum-civitas of monastic orders like the Cistercians and the contrasting
contemptus mundi of the solitary anchorites. The Cistercians, founded in the eleventh century by
Robert de Molesme, advocate cultivation and construction of a ‘city of God’ in the wilderness,
as well as the pursuit of spiritual inspiration. In such ways, the medieval literary forest absorbed
from the biblical desert the themes of self-denial, atonement, and illumination. As St Bernard

declared,

You shall find something further in the forests than in books. The trees and rocks will
teach you that which you will never be able to hear from the masters of science.%

The forest in medieval and Renaissance poetry

Before discussing the role of the forest in medieval literature, it is worth commenting
here on the origins of the word ‘forest’ and the type of landscape it initially signified. The
Saxons had used wald to describe the great woodlands that covered England before they were
degraded during the reign of King Edgar in the tenth century.”” The Old French word forest
originated from the Merovingian Latin legal term foresters silvam (‘the outside woods’) that
defined Charlemagne’s royal hunting preserve.”® According to the Tudor jurist John Manwood,
forests were largely identified by the character of their animal populations and not their

vegetation:

A forest is a certain territory of woody grounds and fruitful pastures, privileged for wild
beasts and fowls of forest, chase, and warren, to rest and abide there in the safe
protection of the king, for his delight and pleasure... Many other places have woods,
coverts, and fruitful pastures, yet are no forests; so that ’tis this privilege that
distinguishes a forest from those places.?

Following the Norman Conquest, William I declared as much as one quarter of England to be

forests, and Henry II extended these districts yet further. For the Saxon population of England,

9 Saunders, The Forest of Medieval Romance, p. 14.

% Bernard of Clairvaux, Sancti Bernardi Opera, as quoted in Saunders, p. 17.

97 Whence the name of the region in south-east England, the Weald, is derived.

% ‘Forest’, in the Online Etymological Dictionary, [website]
http://www.cetymonline.com/index.php?term=forest, (accessed 30™ January 2017).

9 John Manwood, A Treatise and Discourse of the Lawes of the Forrest, as quoted in Hatrison, Forests, p. 72.
This meant that the bare landscape of Exmoor was legally considered a forest but wooded Arden was
not.
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the creation of forests entailed a great deal of suffering. When the New Forest was instituted,
for example, churches and villages were razed and the inhabitants murdered. These regions lay
outside the jurisdiction of common law and were instead governed by ‘forest law’, which
included gruesome penalties for peasants caught poaching the King’s venison, such as
enucleation, emasculation, and death.!® According to one soutce, atrocities wete most common
between around 1165 and 1190 when Alan de Neville was Chief Forester: ‘violence took the
place of law, extortion was praiseworthy, justice was an abomination and innocence a crime. No
rank or profession... no one but the king himself, was secure from their barbarity.”1" The
medieval forest was seen, at least by ordinary people, as a moral chaos where animals were
valued more highly than humans, and civil justice diverged from the ideal. Thus, it fused quite
aptly with the concept of hyle.

In her essay entitled ‘Medieval Materialism’, Kellie Robertson challenges contemporary
genealogies of materialism which exclude the Middle Ages on the basis that tyrannical religion
had supposedly obliterated Epicureanism until at least 1417, when Poggio Bracciolini re-
discovered Lucretius’ De rerum natura. She repudiates this narrative by pointing out that earlier
scholars would have been familiar with atomist ideas because they appear as both object lesson
and inspiration in Aristotle, whose work was increasingly influential following Thomas Aquinas
in the thirteenth century.!®? Indeed, she refers to writers who expressed materialist ideas even
before the recovery of Aristotelian philosophy began in Europe in the mid-twelfth century. One
such figure was Bernardus Silvestris of Tours, whose Latin epic Cosmographia (c. 1140s) is an
account of the Creation. The ‘ambiguous heroine’ is Silva, who longs to be shaped but is

constantly degenerating into formlessness:

Teeming and chaotic in her ceaseless flux, she is marked by an ominous “malignity”
that no shaping hand can ever fully expunge — the Platonic equivalent of original sin —
and her shapeless visage is such as to frighten even her maker. Yet she is at the same
time the inexhaustible womb of being, the mother of all, without whom the ideas of
Noys [voog or ‘mind’] would remain forever unmanifest.!%?

Bernardus was broadly speaking a Neoplatonist, but his allegory of the Creation inverts the

Timaens by attributing fundamental importance to matter.!04

100 Hayman, Trees, pp. 23 & 24. Such draconian measutres may have been responsible for a growth in the
number of outlaws who seeped into the remote woodlands, some of whom would later become
enshrined in legend. Most of these people were merely respondents who had skipped trial and the
possibility of execution. Unable to bring such men to justice, the authorities confiscated their lands and
goods, and placed them outside the law’s protection. They possessed no more rights than beasts and were
to be killed on sight (Hayman, p. 51).

100 Adam of Eynsham, Magna vita sancti hugonis, 1.114, as translated in W.L. Warren, Henry II, Berkeley,
University of California Press, 1977, p. 390.

102 Robertson, ‘Medieval Materialism’, pp. 102 & 109.

103 Newman, God and the Goddesses, pp. 56 & 58.

104 Newman, p. 60.

37



Robertson also questions the notion that later theologians of the Middle Ages could
not be both Christian and materialist; an assumption she attributes to ‘a narrowly Neoplatonic
understanding of medieval Christianity ... rarely found in practice in later medieval England’.105
There was of course a conservative element within the Church which denounced any hint of
materialist thought and frequently condemned Aristotle for his problematic views on matter.!0
Caroline Walker Bynum tells us the Church was especially alarmed by the concept of species-
crossing, and long continued to enforce the Canon ¢piscopi (c. 900) prohibiting as blasphemy the
belief in metamorphosis. She suggests this anxiety emanated from ‘an insistence on hierarchy
that privileges the human person as rational, at the top of the ladder of corporeal beings’.107
However, there was also a radical medieval tradition more materialist than Aristotle, which came
to prominence during the fourteenth century with scholars like William of Ockham, Jean
Buridan, and Nicholas Autrecourt.!® This revival contributes to an overall impression of the
Middle Ages as a period in which materialist concepts were explored more than they were
oppressed. This exploration frequently manifested itself through poetry and allegorical tales.
Perhaps originally it was a way for thinkers like Bernardus Silvestris to mull over heretical ideas
‘that if voiced as formal theology could have provoked a swift, hostile response’.1?” But readers
learnt to decipher the literary tropes that were ‘the building blocks of medieval physics’, and
came to expect descriptions of matter and Creation, until vernacular literature was the
‘generically appropriate vehicle’ for such discussions. As Robertson declares, ‘In the Middle
Ages, science happened in poetry and vice versa’.!10

The literary form we now call ‘medieval romance’ emerged in Europe around the
middle of the twelfth century. It has no single narrative archetype, but Saunders identifies three
such patterns in which the forest features time and again:!!! tales of quest, forbidden love,!2 and

conversion experiences.!!? The settings generally reflect aspects of the real medieval forest, but

105 Robertson, ‘Medieval Matetialism’, p. 104.

106 Most famously in 1277, according to Robertson, p. 105.

107 Bynum, Metamorphosis and Identity, p. 82. For example, the monk Conrad of Hirsau forbad any tales
concerning the eclipse of man’s divine reason by means of his transformation into beasts or stones.

108 Robertson, ‘Medieval Materialism’, p. 106.

199 Newman, Gods and the Goddesses, p. 65.

110 Robertson, ‘Medieval Materialism’, pp. 110-111.

W Saunders, The Forest of Medieval Romance, p. ix.

112 'The forest regularly features as the venue of elopement in the romance archetype that encompasses
stories of forbidden love, as in Marie de France’s /s or those concerning Tristan and Iseult. These
narratives tend to highlight the conflict between the protagonists’ social obligations and their individual
passions. Marie de France’s Equitan and Lanval both tell of affairs that are only viable beyond the bounds
of society. The forest in such stories tends to oscillate between dangerous wasteland and pleasurable idyll.
This is seen by Harrison and Saunders, in their respective analyses of Pietro and Agnolella (in Boccaccio’s
Decameron) and Jeban and Blonde, as an expression of the emotional volatility of the lovers’ newly sexualised
existence, which is lonely, predatory and violent (Harrison, Forests, p. 90) but also ‘a highly attractive one’
(Saunders, The Forest of Medieval Romance, p. 100).

113 The third romance archetype identified by Saunders is that of spiritual inspiration, conversion and
miracle, involving a movement of withdrawal from society. Medieval hagiographies fall into this category,
typified by the Lives of the Saints Eustace, Hubert, Julian and Romuald. In these works, it is common for
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romance was also profoundly influenced by the classical canon. Initially, from the earliest lays to
Chrétien de Troyes and the Arthurian prose cycles, the greatest inspiration was The Aeneid (as in
the case of Le¢ Roman d’Enéas, ¢. 1160). Virgil’s epic poem, as I have already suggested,
communicates the imposition of form on matter, civilisation on nature, and spirit on corporeal
desires, via its story of a hero founding an ordered, imperial city on the site of a wooded
wilderness. Aeneas therefore sets the pattern for medieval knights who venture forth into a
forest landscape. The first such tales were arguably secular in emphasis, being trials of courtly
values and chivalric prowess;!!* however, in the thirteenth century romance became more
obviously expressive of spiritual ideas, whereby the triumph of the questing knight expressed
the return of order to society and to the soul.

According to the Aristotelian model of nature, ethereal forms can be corrupted by
rebellious hyle, and the best means of attaining a gnosis of the true forms of mankind,
civilisation, and the soul, is through knowledge and mastery of their savage material component.
Therefore, in medieval quest romances, a forest ordeal is the means by which heroes can
‘through the darkness approach the divine’,!’> often represented by the Holy Grail. This process
frequently involves a period of literal bewilderment and even degeneration towards animality.
However, for the virtuous adventurer such a phase is ultimately beneficial. Harrison says it
allows ‘social rehabilitation of the lawless nature against which the social order defines itself.
The knight must descend into its shadows as a way of overcoming its menace.’!’¢ As a place of
trial and revelation, the forest of romance elicits a two-fold response: it is a thing perilleux to be
teared and resisted, but also a thing merveilleux to be explored. As Saunders writes, “The role of
the knight is both to confront and delight in the world of the forest, to bring it under Arthur’s
rule and to revel in its otherness.’!”

Middle English romances of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, like Sir Gawain and
the Green Knight or John Gower’s Confessio Amantis (c. 1390), tended to be influenced more by
Ovid than Virgil '8 and arguably bear the imprint of the period’s involvement with materialist
ideas. The forest appears as a morally equivocal location in which the abomination and the ideal
overlap and are indistinct. Previously, the forest’s clear-cut polarity allowed shifts between
hellish and heavenly landscapes, making it a narrative device essential to the progression and

resolution of the story. In these later romances, Saunders writes,

a forest-hunt to act as a gateway to a supernatural experience: a knight gets lost during the chase,
stumbles upon a sacred place or happening, and, repenting of his sins, adopts a contemplative life. In the
Vie de Saint Eustache, for example, Placidus pursues a stag, only for his quarry to reveal itself on a
mountain as Christ and promptly to convert the pagan hero.

114 Saunders, The Forest of Medieval Romance, p. 80.

115 Saunders, p. 114.

116 Harrison, Forests, p. 68.

U7 Saunders, The Forest of Medieval Romance, p. 109.

118 Hayman, Trees, p. 42.
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It is in the forest that the ambiguities of human nature become apparent: here the
boundary between sexual desire and love is blurred, and irrationality and chivalric
behaviour begin to blend into each other; here the passage from hunt to otherworld
may as easily present a situation of nightmare as one of wish fulfilment, and adventure
may fade into spiritual vision.'!?

However, this ambivalence seems not to have lasted. With the exception of Montaigne, who
challenged Christianity’s suspicion of all things related to matter and the body,'?0 the late
Renaissance appears to have taken a more straightforwardly antipathetic attitude to wild woods.
According to Harrison, the period between the fourteenth and seventeenth centuries witnessed
deforestation and species extinction on an unprecedented scale across the continent.'?! In its
literature, forests are venues of deception and savage appetites, typically aligned with evil, and
symbolising the temptation to sin. Only through faith in God can the heroes overcome such
places, and attain a garden or city landscape of harmony and virtue, such as the New Jerusalem
in Torquato Tasso’s Gerusalemme Liberata (c. 1580).

In his commentaries on The Aeneid (¢. 1500), the Flemish humanist Badius Ascensius
equates the hazards faced by the hero in penetrating the Avernus to the errorem sylyarunr: ‘it is
difficult to always hold to the correct way, or the woods, that is, the passions of the body,
obstruct virtue’.'?2 At the beginning of Thomas Malory’s Morte d’Arthur (1485), the dark forest
represents the disorder of a country which has not yet been subdued by King Arthur’s
regime.'?> During the Grail quest (Books XIII-XVII), it illustrates the inner barrenness of the
knights and presents an obstacle to their salvation. The forest recedes in importance during
stories which describe the Golden Age of chivalric order, but its reappearance at the end, as the
backdrop to Guinevere’s abduction by Meligaunt (XIX.i-ii), signals a return to the lawless
violence of the opening. Orlando Furioso (¢. 1532) by Ariosto commences with the escape from
captivity of a Saracen princess, Angelica, and the quest to retrieve her by Charlemagne’s
paladins, including Orlando. By various symbolic devices, including deviation from the straight
path and the loss of horses and helmets, Ariosto suggests the knights’ sortie into the forest
signifies their abandonment of Christian virtue and duty for mindless desire. There, Orlando’s
jealousy of Angelica and her lover sends him into a Dionysian frenzy, causing him to rampage
naked through the woods uprooting trees, dismembering shepherds, and eating raw animal
flesh. In Spenser’s The Faerie Queene (1590-96), the forest is expressive of the snares which the

material world contains for men in their pursuit of virtue;!?* it is also the ‘wastfull wood’ to

119 Saunders, The Forest of Medieval Romance, pp. 132-33.

120 Watson, Ideas, p. 698.

121 Harrison, Forests, p. 92.

122 Badius Ascensius, Bucolica, Georgica, et Aeneis, Servii Mauri Honorati et Aelii Donati commentariis illustrate,
Basel, 1544, as quoted in Saunders, The Forest of Medieval Romance, p. 190.

123 See the tale of Balin and Balan, in Le Morte d’Arthur, Vol. 1, London, Penguin Books, 1969, Book 11,
Chapters xvi-xviii, pp. 84-90.

124 Hayman, Trees, p. 75.
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which Spenser felt Britons had been figuratively banished, and from which he hoped they
would be redeemed by the ideal of spiritual chivalry.!? In the first book (‘Holiness’), the knight
Redcross and his companion Una become disorientated in the labyrinthine Wandering Wood,
where they meet two deceitful antagonists in the form of the monster Error and the sorcerer
Archimago. In Book Six (‘Courtesy’), the forest is the dwelling place of the hellish Blatant Beast.
Both locations stand in opposition to the symbol of the Good, the Garden of Adonis, which
has been divinely sculpted out of that ‘huge eternall Chaos’ lying ‘In hatefull darknes and in

deepe horrore’.126

The Enlightenment plantation and the re-birth of hyle as ‘jungle’

The ideas of the ancient atomists and Epicureans exerted enormous influence on
numerous Enlightenment thinkers, from Hobbes,!?” Descartes, Newton, and Vico, to Hume,!28
Rousseau, and Kant; however, outright atheism was rare among these figures.'?? During the
second-half of the eighteenth century in France, there were those who renounced and ridiculed
religion, like Voltaire, La Mettrie, and Baron D’Holbach, but their books were among the most
commonly burnt by the pre-revolutionary authorities.!® In Britain, Hume’s Dzalognes Concerning
Natural Religion (1779) painted a picture of the universe as bereft of sentient governance or
moral purpose, in which matter itself contains the source of order; however, these weren’t
published until after the authot’s death, and even then anonymously. ‘Materialist’ became a term
of abuse associated with French republicanism, and the full force of the philosophy’s anti-
religious message not felt until the mid-nineteenth century. The majority of Enlightenment
scholars subsumed their Epicurean beliefs within Deism, a mechanistic but teleological view of
the universe. This religious outlook eschewed an interventionist God in favour of a less
intrusive ‘Divine Clockmaker’, who had designed the universe as if it were a machine tending

towards a perfect final cause. It was thought that the Demiurge’s final involvement in the

125 Edmund Spenser, The Faerie Queene, Book 111, Canto 3.xlii, New York, Thomas Y. Crowell and Co.,
1903, p. 218.

126 Spenser, The Faerie Queene, Book 111, Canto 6.xxxvi, p. 241.

127 Hobbes espoused a radical atomism or ‘corpuscularianism’, according to which the only things that
existed were bodies; even his God was a ‘spirit corporeal’.

128 Hume’s Enguiry Concerning Human Understanding and Concerning the Principles of Morals (1748) includes an
imaginary speech by Epicurus before an Athenian crowd, justifying his rejection of teleology in nature
(Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1975, pp. 135-40).

129 Tt is not my intention to discuss in detail the forest in literature between 1650 and 1850. I have already
demonstrated the ways in which this image was used to discuss the concept of nature from Aristotelian
philosophy to the medieval literature that so influenced British authors of imperial romance. If possible, 1
will publish elsewhere my enquiries on this further topic and on the search for human origins amid
tropical forests in nineteenth-century non-fiction. Here, I wish only to outline the significant change in
attitude towards nature and domestic forests that took place during the Enlightenment.

130 James Anson Ferter, Books Condemned to Be Burnt, London, Elliot Stock, 1904, pp. 14-15.
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universe had been to set the machine in motion;'3! for this reason, Engels would declare that
Enlightenment materialism merely ‘posited Nature instead of the Christian God as the Absolute
confronting man’.132

The optimistic belief in an inherently progressive universe was a radical departure from
the gloomy millenarianism of previous centuries. Medieval Europe had interpreted the
Aristotelian concept of nature as ultimately unstable and liable to random acts of destruction
and creation: for example, Thomas Aquinas supposed that lower life-forms were produced by
‘spontaneous generation’ from putrefying matter, such as flies from rotting meat.!33 The
usurpation of this chaotic worldview by an ideology of advancement was by no means sudden,
but the version of nature prevalent by the eighteenth century was unmistakably more rational,
law-abiding,'* and benevolent. Deists seized on any evidence to substantiate their belief that
nature and humankind operated according to God’s bienfaisance, and that the earth had been
‘designed for man’s terrestrial happiness’.!'®> They formulated new, non-scriptural creation
stories depicting humans as innocents, not fallen and despised outcasts in the wilderness.!3
Hence John Locke’s Two Treatises of Government (1689) conjures an image of the earliest people
living in harmony with each other amid an idyllic state of nature, in contrast with the
intrinsically acquisitive creatures described forty years earlier by Hobbes in his Leviathan.'3
Locke also re-drew the Christian model of the individual’s metaphysical nature, which had
envisaged a divinely rational soul entangled and obscured by the material world and sinful
bodily impulses. In ‘An Essay Concerning Human Understanding’ (1690), he represents the
human mind instead as a ‘blank slate’ inscribed by experience, and not innate knowledge that

must be revealed. Locke’s mechanistic vision of human nature contributed to the blurring of

131 Watson, Ideas, p. 705, and A.N. Wilson, God’s Funeral, London, Abacus, 2000, p. 24.

132 Friedrich Engels, ‘Outlines of a Critique of Political Economy’, in Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of
1844, trans. Martin Milligan, New York, Prometheus, 2009, p. 173. Even D’Holbach in Le Systeme de la
nature (1770) didn’t entirely dismiss the idea of God as the moving power in nature (Novack, The Origins of
Materialism, p. 112).

133 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, Vol. 11, Q. 45, Art. viii ("‘Whether creature is mingled with works of
nature and art?’), trans. Fathers of the English Dominican Province, London, Burns Oates and
Washbourne, 1920, p. 239.

134 Generally, Enlightenment biologists held that organisms were produced only from parents of the same
species, supposedly ensuring the continuity of the scheme which God instituted at the Creation. In 1668,
Francesco Redi struck a putative blow against the materialist view when he proved that meat produces no
maggots unless flies lay their eggs on it (Bowler, Evolution, p. 45). Since Marius’s De elementis in the 1160s,
natural philsophers had used the principle like begets like’ to impose order on nature and posit
immutable species categoties (Bynum, Metamorphosis and Identity, p. 83).

135 Norman Hampson, The Enlightenment: An Evalnation of its Assumptions, Attitudes and V alues, L.ondon,
Penguin, 1968, p. 81.

136 The birth of the idea of human progress has been traced to a number of post-medieval scholars,
including Francis Bacon, who remarked that the Elizabethan Age seemed to have accumulated at least as
much knowledge and wisdom as antiquity (Watson, Ideas, p. 740).

137 Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, 1651 edn., Part I, Ch. XIII: ‘Of the Natural Condition of Mankind as
concerning their Felicity and Misery’, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1909, p. 99.

42



boundaries between animal and man,!*® one of whose distinguishing features had been his
possession of a soul, but the possibility that we might have evolved from other species
remained largely un-investigated before the nineteenth century.!® He allotted people an almost
unbounded capacity for improvement, and by the end of the eighteenth century, it was quite
common to believe that mankind had risen through vatious stages of dignified savagery to his
present, civilised station, with yet more progress ahead.!*

During this period, there was a tendency to measure woodlands only by their utility and
profitability. In the wake of prolific medieval logging, John Evelyn’s Sylva: A Disconrse Concerning
Forest Trees (first published in 1664, but running to four editions during the author’s lifetime)
promoted forestry as a matter of national pride and security, being the key to preserving

[4

England’s ‘wooden walls’. This tract, and the new, German science of Forstwissenschaft, were
responsible for the largescale afforestation which took place across Britain between the end of
the seventeenth century and the 1830s. Under such influences, domestic forests containing trees
of diverse ages and species were gradually replaced by mono-cultural plantations, where
randomness was reduced to a minimum.'! In eighteenth-century culture, the preoccupation
with lawfulness and stability was exhibited as a revival of the pastoral aesthetic of Virgil,
extolling husbandry and mastery of nature in general.'¥? One such example in literature is
Alexander Pope’s 1713 poem portraying the eponymous Windsor Forest as an Arcadian
extension of the order that characterises the great city downriver.

Over these two centuries, British woodlands all but lost their chaotic medieval qualities
and associations with otherworlds, treacherous passions, monstrous hybrids, and epiphanies.
Nor was there much need for the unruliness of Aristotelian hyle in the Enlightenment
wortldview. By the end of the eighteenth century, many thinkers had shed the cloak of Deism to
reveal a law-bound, blindly fatalistic, and ‘soulless’ materialism, requiring no supernatural actor.
Matter, and therefore nature and the human primitive, was thought to be rational and self-
ordering. Its moral outlook was a kind of sunny relativism, with both savagery and civilisation

characterised by the same reason and harmony.!*> Thus, the word ‘forest’ came to signify a kind

138 Subsequently, staunch materialists, like La Mettrie (Man as Machine, 1747) and D’Holbach, would view
humans as little different from soulless, machinelike animals, consisting of the same self-ordering matter
(Watson, Ideas, p. 725).

139 With the exception of Jean-Baptiste de Monet, chevalier de Lamarck (1744-1829).

140 The French political scientist Condorcet prophesied in his Outline of an Historical Picture of the Progress of
the Human Mind (1795) that, beyond the French Revolution, lay progress without limit for the infinitely
perfectable and potentially immortal human species (Watson, Ideas, p. 741).

141 Harrison, Forests, p. 122.

142 Specifically Virgil’s Georgics (Terry Gifford, ‘Pastoral, Anti-Pastoral, and Post-Pastoral’, in Westling
(ed.), p. 20). The gardens designed by Capability Brown, including temples, urns, and Latin inscriptions
nailed to trees, are another, non-literary example of this.

143 Romanticism was largely a reaction against this trend, towards an idealism that retained a place for
spirit and will within nature. In general, this mysterious vital force was juxtaposed with the unnatural and
tyrannical reason, laws, language, and urban ideal of /ogos, which they saw as begetting the selfishness and
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of awe-inspiring harmony rather than the epitome of chaos.!* This process of idealisation
meant that, when the offspring of Darwinian evolution wanted to express a more gothic notion
of nature as self-seeking, volatile, and requiring mastery, they fixed on the tropical equivalent
and a loan-word recently imported from the Indian subcontinent.

“Tungle’ had existed in languages other than English for thousands of years, but
originally it betokened a different thing altogether from lush verdure. The Sanskrit word jangala
meant ‘dry’ or ‘arid’, and hence ‘desert’. It subsequently entered the modern languages of Hindi
and Marathi as jangal, and was applied to any area of uncultivated or waste land.!#> It was in this
form that it first appeared in the English language following Robert Clive’s successful
campaigns, along with numerous other Indian words.!#¢ These verbal acquisitions reflect the
colonials’ enthusiasm for the new and various experiences offered by the East, particularly
beyond the centres of trade. According to Ivor Lewis, ‘Many plants and animals of India had
their Anglo-Indian baptism at this time and later in the works of a growing number of observers
who became keen students of Indian natural history’.147

One of the eatliest written examples of jungle’ in English occurs in a 1776 volume on
Hindu jurisprudence, A Code of Gentoo Laws, by Nathaniel Brassey Halhed, who was a
lexicographer under the patronage of Warren Hastings, the first Governor-General of Bengal.
Here, the word appears as a legal term for ‘lands wholly uncultivated’, and is also connected to a
fixed interval of neglect: ‘Land Waste for Five Years ... is called Jungle.”'*8 Given the speed at
which such areas in India become overgrown, it is easy to see how the word might have been
associated more generally with scrub forest. This was certainly the context in which the British
used 9ungle’ at the end of the eighteenth century, to the exclusion of the word’s other
implications: “‘When [jungle’] was taken over into Anglo-Indian, it was gradually extended to an

“area of thick tangled trees”.”1# Edmund Burke may have railed against the infiltration of the

violence to be found in many industrial cities. For the Romantics, nature was benevolent when
unmolested, but rancorous when civilised mankind sought to dominate and enslave it.

14 In his Dictionary of Literary Symbols, Michael Ferber makes a similar point about the modern image of
domestic woodlands: ‘Forests used to be places of danger to a degree difficult to appreciate today, when
for modern city-dwellers they are retreats or playgrounds; perhaps only arctic forests or tropical jungles
retain something of the fearful vastness and strangeness they once implied. Forests are traditionally dark,
labyrinthine, and filled with dangerous beasts.” (p. 78.)

145 John Ayto, Word Origins: The Hidden Histories of English Words from A-Z, 2°4 edn., London, A. & C.
Black, 2005, p. 297.

146 Of the thirty-five Indian loan-words recorded for the first time in English during the eighteenth
century, only four occur before 1750 (Mary S. Sarjeantson, A History of Foreign Words in English, 2" edn.,
London, Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1961, p. 223).

147 Ivor Lewis, Sabibs, Nabobs and Boxwallahs: A Dictionary of the Words of Anglo-India, Oxford, Oxford
University Press, 1991, p. 22.

148 4 Code of Gentoo Laws or, Ordinations of the Pundifs, trans. Nathaniel B. Halhed, London, 1776, pp. 15 &
190.

149 Ayto, Word Origins, p. 297. Such metamorphoses among loan-words are not unusual, as Lewis tells us
(Sabibs, Nabobs and Boxwallabs, p. 5), and were especially common among Anglo-Indianisms: ‘Here already
[in the seventeenth century| have been examples of development of meaning in Anglo-Indian use which
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English language by Anglo-Indianisms, claiming that such terms were employed by the East
India hierarchy to confound parliamentarians,'> but he too was apt to season his oratory with
them. His 1783 speech on Charles Fox’s East India Bill contains one such example: “That land
[Rohilkhand, Uttar Pradesh] ... is now almost throughout a dreary desert, covered with rushes,
and briers, and jungles full of wild beasts.”’> Notably, Burke associates jungles with feral
animals in the same way that hyle once evoked the bestial. This was nothing less than the re-
birth of a lost convention in Western culture: a setting depopulated, overgrown, home to
ferocious creatures, unwholesome (thanks to ‘ungle-fever’, first used around 1803), but still
exclusively Indian.

While 9ungle’ appeared frequently in the memoirs of early-nineteenth-century, Anglo-
Indian hunters, such as Thomas Williamson’s Oriental Field Sports (1808) or Daniel Johnson’s
Sketches of Field Sports (1822), it wasn’t until the middle decades of the century that British writers
started to refer to jungles in other parts of the world, and then not always tropical parts. Chatles
Darwin made a handful of references in his ‘Journal and Remarks’ covering the voyage of the
Beagle, published in 1839, to ‘thick’, ‘impenetrable’, and ‘entangled’ jungles in India and
Uruguay.'”2 Hugh Low used the word liberally in his 1848 account of James Brooke’s raj on the
island of Borneo.!'”® And the first volume of Thomas Macaulay’s History of England, also
published in 1848, includes this ominous description of the battlefield at Sedgemoor: ‘It was a
vast pool, wherein were scattered many islets of shifting and treacherous soil, overhung with
rank jungle, and swarming with deer and wild swine.”’3* One of the first narratives to transport
Gungle’ to the continent of Africa was David Livingstone’s Missionary Travels (1857), although he
used the term sparingly, generally preferring ‘bush’ for most types of undergrowth between the
Kalahari and the Congo basin, and ‘forest’ for anything taller. For him, jungle’ connoted low,
thick, and tangled vegetation, perhaps near water, but not the distinctive upshot of a humid
climate, and not indicative of a swathe of trees; for example, the seasonal vegetation between

present-day Zimbabwe and Mozambique:

The country around the Nake is hilly, and the valleys covered with tangled jungle. The
people who live in this district have reclaimed their gardens from the forest, and the soil
is extremely fertile.!%5

are foreign to the original Hindustani’ (Satrjeantson, A History of Foreign Words in English, p. 223). For
example, ‘shampoo’ derives from the Hindi champo, meaning ‘to knead’.

150 Lewis, Sahibs, Nabobs and Boxwallabs, p. 22.

151 ‘Speech on Mr Fox’s East India Bill, 1t December 1783’, in The Works of Edmund Burke, Vol. 11,
Boston, Charles C. Little and James Brown, 1839, p. 304.

152 Charles Darwin, ‘Journal and Remarks, 1832-36’, in Robert FitzRoy, Narrative of the Surveying 1 oyages of
His Majesty’s Ships Adventure and Beagle, Vol. 111, London, Henry Colburn, 1839, pp. 99, 158, 590 & 606.

153 Hugh Low, Sarawak: Its Inbabitants and Productions, London, Richard Bentley, 1848.

154 Thomas Babington Macaulay, History of England, Vol. 1, London and New York, J.M. Dent and Sons,
19006, p. 452.

155 David Livingstone, Missionary Travels and Researches in South Africa, London, John Mutrray, 1857, p. 605.
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Likewise, H.\W. Bates’s In the Heart of the Amazon Forest (1859) includes some of the eatliest
references to jungle in the Americas, where it generally suggests dense vegetation that hides
exotic birds and prowling jaguars.'> When used figuratively at this time, a jungle signified a
place of bewildering complexity or confusion, or indeed any wild and tangled mass. In the third
of his Latter-day Pamphlets (1850), Thomas Carlyle refers to the Colonial Office as ‘a world-wide
jungle of redtape, inhabited by doleful creatures, deaf or nearly so to human reason and
entreaty’.1>7

Between 1860 and 1885, there was a significant escalation in Furopean exploration of
wet and closed tropical forests across the world, and during this period their reputation as
‘jungle’ was cemented through numerous works of non-fiction. There are different explanations
for the elision of what are fairly discrete biomes. Norman Myers suggests that it was a
misconception resulting from the tendency of Victorian adventurers to bypass the interior of

tropical forests:

Naturalist explorers from North America and Europe have traditionally roamed forest
regions by boat along waterways, where the forest is exposed to lots of sunshine —
which stimulates the dense curtains of foliage that the explorers saw along river banks.
Hence the accounts of impenetrable masses of vegetation that presumably persisted
through the forest interior.!8

Longman and Jenik detect a more sinister, if unconscious, motive behind Europeans’

preference for a word other than “forest’, claiming it was symptomatic of a hostile attitude:

Call a piece of land ‘bush’, for instance, a term which is widely employed to describe
both forest and many other types of woody cover, and one is already implying that the
trees are a nuisance, cluttering up a site one wishes to use in a different way, rather
than being a valuable entity.!>

I think there is some truth in this assertion, and it is certainly a line of argument that I will
pursue in my study of British fiction. But I would return to my original point: the
Enlightenment had altered the very meaning of ‘forest’ for subsequent generations, and it is
likely that nineteenth-century pioneers were inclined to seek a more apposite name for what
they witnessed in the deepest recesses of South-East Asia, Central Africa, or Amazonia: scenes

of palms, cycads, bamboos, and woody climbers, quite unlike any deciduous temperate

156 Henry Walter Bates, In the Heart of the Amazon Forest, .ondon, Penguin, 2007.

157 Thomas Catlyle, ‘No. 1II: Downing Street’, in Latter-day Pamphlets, London, Chapman and Hall, 1850,
p. 74.

158 Myers, The Primary Source, p. 29.

15 Longman and Jenik, Tropical Forest and 1ts Environment, p. 3.
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woodland of their acquaintance. The inadequacy of English to express the qualities of such an

ecosystem is a problem that still bothers contemporary naturalists like Myers:

The more I become acquainted with tropical forests, the more I believe that using the
term ‘forest’ for a bunch of trees in the tropics and a bunch of trees elsewhere is
misleading ... How much better we might understand tropical forests if we gave them a
new name, indicating that they are a fundamentally different state of affairs from the
forests with which we are more familiar.160

It is difficult to substantiate my theory that an alteration to the meaning of the word ‘forest’
accounts for the rapid spread of Gungle’ in English.1¢! Eric Partridge asserts that loan-words
proliferate ‘by being consonant with and appropriate to the genius of the language’,'62 and the
compatibility of ‘ungle’ with the genius of English may lie in its phonic and conceptual
resemblance to the pre-existing words §umble’ and ‘tangle’. The chaotic quality of jungle’ was
certainly reinforced in the eatly twentieth century, when it began to be used adjectivally as a
substitute for ‘savage’ and ‘wild’, often in conjunction with the word ‘passion’. For example, in a
1908 biography of William Mortris, Alfred Noyes describes his subject’s verses as like ‘the savage
jungle-cries of the elemental passions’ carried on the wind through a primeval pine-wood.'*’
Around the same time, it became a byword for an anarchic situation in which the strong abuse
the weak with impunity, as in Upton Sinclair’s 1906 novel about migrant labour in Chicago, The
Jungle. What we know for sure is that jungle’ underwent a transformative journey during the
nineteenth century virtually identical to that of ‘forest’ over a thousand years before, as though
the word was slowly aligning itself with the disordered void vacated by its predecessor.

From the chaotic, chthonic, and violent hyle of the ancient Greeks, to the Roman siva,
the testing wastelands of medieval Christianity, and the Enlightenment’s uniform plantations,
forests have long been used by European writers to reify theories about the fundaments of
universe and humanity. Wooded landscapes that exhibit an underlying harmony and docility fit
the idealist perspective, while those characterised by irremediable randomness and ambiguity are
more in line with materialism. In the chapters that follow, I shall demonstrate how this same

pattern can be discerned in the jungles of Victorian-Edwardian romance.

160 Myers, The Primary Source, p. 32.

161 Tn accounting for the adoption of the term shikari (roughly ‘big-game hunter’), Heather Schell notes
that it served to distinguish aficionados of India and blood-sports from fresh-off-the-boat novices (“Tiger
Tales’, in Victorian Animal Dreams: Representations of Animals in Victorian Literature and Culture, D. Morse and
M. Danahay (eds.), Aldershot, Ashgate, 2007, p. 235).

162 Eric Partridge, Dictionary of Slang and Unconventional English (1970), as quoted in Lewis, Sabibs, Nabobs and
Boxwallabs, p. 5.

163 Alfred Noyes, English Men of Letters: Willian Morris, London, Macmillan and Co., 1908, p. 118.
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Chapter Two

Reoccupation

Confusion and conviction in fin-de-siécle Britain

In attempting to establish some common trends in late-Victorian opinion by the study
of contemporaneous testimonies and modern scholarship, one encounters some intriguingly
conflicting judgements on the period. On the one hand, it was an age in which the boundaries
of European empires and of scientific knowledge were aggressively extended, called in some
respects ‘an era of orthodoxy’.! On the other hand, ].G.W. Griffith claims in Joseph Conrad and
the Anthropological Dilemma that, ‘Far from being the confident progressivist period that it has
often been labelled’, the late nineteenth century was ‘an age of cultural crisis’.? Such an
interpretation chimes with H.G. Wells’s account, in his 1924 novel The Dream, of an ‘Age of
Confusion’ following the expiration of Enlightenment confidence. The source of uncertainty
seems straightforward enough: this was a so-called ‘Generation of Materialism’ which had
broadly accepted one sort or another of evolutionary model for the universe, and whose
Christian devotion was ravaged as a result.* A.N. Wilson recounts in God’s Funeral the scepticism
infecting the British middle classes during the 1880s,> which G.K. Chesterton said had become
widespread in the suburbs by the 1890s.6

It had still been the norm in the mid-1870s for prominent scientists to have religious

convictions.” James Clerk Maxwell, for example, concluded an 1873 lecture, having made

U According to Kelly Hurley (The Gothic Body: Sexuality, materialism, and degeneration at the fin-de-siécle,
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1996, p. 26), the late nineteenth century was a period of great
taxonomical activity. ‘An era of orthodoxy’ is the verdict of Robin Jared Lewis, writing specifically of the
British in India between the 1857 Mutiny and the First World War (“The literature of the Raj’, in Asia in
Western Fiction, Winks and Rush (eds.), Honolulu, University of Hawaii, 1990, p. 53).

2 John W. Griffith, Joseph Conrad and the Anthropological Dilemma: Bewildered Traveller’, Oxford, Clarendon,
1995, p. 107.

3 The title of Carlton Hayes’s 1941 book on the period 1871-1900.

4 Peter Bowler also sees in this period (¢. 1875), infatuated by ideas of biological evolution, ‘a deeper
change in the values of western society, as the Christian view of man and nature was replaced by a
materialistic one’ (The Non-Darwinian Revolution, Baltimore and London, Johns Hopkins University Press,
1988, p. 152).

5> Wilson, God's Funeral, p. 159.

¢ G.K. Chesterton, Autobiography, Hutchinson & Co., 1936, p. 27.

7 In a survey of the Fellows of the Royal Society conducted in 1874 by Francis Galton, 70% described
themselves as members of the established churches, with many of the remaining 30% being
Nonconformists (Wilson, God'’s Funeral, p. 241).



numerous references to pre-Socratic atomists, by saying that because molecules ‘continue this
day as they were created’, we can learn from them ‘the essential constituents of the image of
Him who in the beginning created ... heaven and earth’.® William Thomson, ennobled in 1892
as Lord Kelvin, was a devout Christian until his death in 1907,° believing that his discoveries in
the field of thermodynamics were entirely in line with a vision of a purposeful universe and Old
Testament decline. Yet another physicist, George Gabriel Stokes, was both a member of the
conservative religious establishment opposed to the spread of the ‘amoral’ theory of natural
selection and president of the Royal Society from 1885 until 1890. However, by that time his
advocacy of ‘directionist’ natural theology was unusual among his peers,!? most of whom
deemed supernatural explanations extraneous. One of these so-called ‘scientific naturalists’ was
John Tyndall, whose inaugural speech as President of the British Association for the
Advancement of Science in 1874 (which became known as the ‘Belfast Address’) drew explicitly
upon Democritus, Lucretius, and Giordano Bruno, in attributing to matter, ‘hitherto covered
with opprobrium, the promise and potency of every form and quality of life’.!! He went on to
describe ‘the religious sentiment’ as ‘mischievous’ and nothing more than an ancient and
immovable fact of consciousness to be kept separate from the rational sphere.

As I have already indicated, while religion tends to promote a worldview consisting of
various binary and oppositional truths, a materialist perspective is attended by a more relativistic
value system, or what John Glendening calls ‘entanglement’.'? He argues, following Daniel
Dennett,'? that the dwindling influence of Christianity and the legacy of Darwinism, which
could be interpreted as demonstrating that previously contrary categories of thought were a
mere peculiarity of evolutionary chronology, had the effect of confusing and abolishing
definitive ideas like ‘man’ and ‘animal’, or ‘modern civilisation’ and ‘primitive savagery’. The
apparent disclosure that ruthless and self-interested creatures would prevail at the expense of

the selfless even threatened to entangle ‘good’ and ‘evil’.!* In this way, contemporary science

8 James Clerk Maxwell, ‘Molecules’ (1873), [website]
http://www.victorianweb.org/science/maxwell/molecules.html (accessed 10th October 2016).

? See Kelvin’s ‘Letter to Professor J. Helder, 12 May 1906, quoted in Brantlinger (ed.), Energy and
Entropy: Science and Culture in Victorian Britain, Bloomington and Indiana, Indiana University Press, 1989, p.
203.

10 D.B. Wilson, ‘A Physicist’s Alternative to Materialism: The Religious Thought of George Gabriel
Stokes’, in Brantlinger (ed.), Energy and Entropy, pp. 178-9 & 200-1.

1 John Tyndall, ‘Belfast Address’ (1874), in The Fin de Siecle: A Reader in Cultural History, c. 1880-1900,
Ledger and Luckhurst (eds.), Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2000, p. 231.

12 John Glendening, ‘An Entangled Bank’, p. 15.

13 Daniel Dennett, Darwin’s Dangerous Idea: Evolution and the Meanings of Life, New York, Simon & Schuster,
1995, p. 64. Glendening and Dennett adhere to a commonly-held belief that, by demonstrating all species
were in fact the result of the operation of natural laws over millions of years and not created directly by
God, Darwin dealt a fatal blow to the dominance of the teleological perspective of nature and advanced
the cause of non-theistic naturalism. As A.N. Wilson puts it, natural selection ‘removed any necessity for
a metaphor of purpose when discussing natural history’ (God’s Funeral, p. 239). A more qualified example
of this thesis can be found in Foster, Clark, and York, Critigue of Intelligent Design, pp. 105-6, 116, & 124.

14 Glendening, ‘An Entangled Bank’, pp. 16-17 & 19.
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altered the image of nature, which O’Hanlon says ‘became so very much more complex and
uninviting than its pastoral and romantic past had ever suggested’.!> In the words of Margaret
Atwood, ‘Gone ... was the kindly Wordsworthian version of Mother Nature that had presided
over the first years of the century; in her stead was Tennyson’s “Nature, red in tooth and
claw’”.1¢ Gillian Beer identifies Darwin’s emphasis on extreme fecundity as the source of a new
vision of nature ‘less as husbanding than as spending”!7 excessive, corrupting, and ultimately
destructive.

The challenge that science presented to Christianity was not new, but the displaced
faith of previous generations had taken repose in the idea of a logical cosmos that tended on the
whole towards moral perfection. However, even this reassuring contingency would be denied to
the carly twentieth century by the strange discoveries of particle physicists like Ernest
Rutherford. This atmosphere would conjure a universe in which there is no distinction between
a pure, original, bountiful nature and a fallen, inhospitable nature, nor is there orderly
movement between the two states as either progress or regress; all is random and illogical chaos.
As for humanity, it is purely accidental that we briefly find ourselves among such a lethal
tumult, which will eventually consume us. Just such an impression, and its materialist

foundation, was expressed by Bertrand Russell in his 1903 essay ‘A Free Man’s Worship™

That Man is the product of causes which had no prevision of the end they were
achieving; that his origin, his growth, his hopes and fears, his loves and his beliefs, are
but the outcome of accidental collocations of atoms; that no fire, no heroism, no
intensity of thought and feeling, can preserve an individual life beyond the grave; that all
the labours of the ages, all the devotion, all the inspiration, all the noonday brightness
of human genius, are destined to extinction in the vast death of the solar system, and
that the whole temple of Man's achievement must inevitably be buried beneath the
debris of a universe in ruins--all these things, if not quite beyond dispute, are yet so
nearly certain, that no philosophy which rejects them can hope to stand.®

15> Redmond O’Hanlon, Joseph Conrad and Charles Darwin: The Influence of Scientific Thought on Conrad’s Fiction,
Edinburgh, Salamander, 1984, p. 28. One could point to the conservation movement, which emerged in
India during the 1870s and took off in the first decade of the twentieth century, as evidence that attitudes
to wild nature were in fact quite positive. However, my argument is not that people began to see nature as
evil, but that they largely ceased during the early 1900s to attribute any moral value to the image of the
savage wilderness. It becomes an impassive void. Before then, preservations tended to be sanitised
versions of nature, afforested, and cleansed of dangerous predators. Afterwards, big game hunting was
disapproved, and tigers eventually ceased to be seen as ‘vermin’ or foul man-eaters in need of eradication
(Schell, “Tiger Tales’, in Victorian Animal Dreams, pp. 233 & 245).

16 Margaret Atwood, ‘Introduction to the 2005 Penguin Classics edition of The Island of Doctor Morear’, p.
Xviil.

7 Gillian Beer, Ewvolutionary Narrative in Darwin, George Eliot and Nineteenth-Century Fiction, Cambridge,
Cambridge University Press, 2000, p. 114.

18 Bertrand Russell, ‘A Free Man’s Worship’ (1903), [website]
https://www3.nd.edu/~afreddos/courses/264/fmw.htm (accessed 9th October 2016).
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No longer is there any romantic, regenerative power in nature for mankind. In Thomas Hardy’s
1898 poem ‘In a Wood’, an excursion among the tress in search of relief and shelter from the

overwrought city only makes clear how essential to life is competition and violence:

But, having entered in,
Great growths and small
Show them to men akin—
Combatants all!
Sycamore shoulders oak,
Bines the slim sapling yoke,
Ivy-spun halters choke
Elms stout and tall."?

Glendening notes that Darwin’s own image of nature as an ‘entangled bank’, found in
the final paragraph of Ox the Origin of Species, stressed ‘orderly complexity” and inevitability,? not
contingency, but he claims that some late-Victorian novels, like The Island of Doctor Morean,
‘Heart of Darkness’, and Green Mansions, subverted this lawful, ecological interdependence to
emphasise the themes of randomness, competition, and death.2! For him, late-Victorian
evolutionary fiction is dominated by disordered entanglement: ‘the forces of chaos generally
overmatch order ... entanglement as snarl outweighs entanglement as network’.?2 I would agree
with Glendening’s thesis that the trend in British culture during this period was towards a vision
of nature that was cruelly arbitrary, but I would query whether it was the overriding image
before 1914. The growth of materialism and relativism in the final years of the nineteenth and
early years of the twentieth centuries is one of the narratives of the period, but it is possible to
identify a counter-narrative that may account for the incongruous assertions that this was a
period of exceptionally fervent conviction and assurance.

The ideological territory that Christianity ceded during the second half of the
nineteenth century was not immediately lost to radical materialism or atheism. These very terms
were still associated in Britain with the revolutionary terrors of late-eighteenth-century France,
and even scientific naturalists like Tyndall and Thomas Huxley refused to identify themselves as
such. Huxley loathed organised religion and described its terminology as ‘utterly barren,
[leading] to nothing but obscurity and confusion of ideas’, however materialism was little better,
a ‘hideous idol’;?3 he preferred the term ‘agnosticism’, which he coined in 1869 to indicate doubt

rather than an out-and-out denial of God’s existence.?* Tyndall was eager to find a place for

19 Thomas Hardy, In a Wood’ (1898), [website] http://www.bartleby.com/121/39.html (accessed 9th
October 2010).

20 Glendening, ‘An Entangled Bank’, pp. 26-27.

2! Glendening, pp. 7 & 17.

22 Glendening, p. 20.

2 Thomas Huxley, ‘On the Physcial Basis of Life’ (1870), in The Fin-de-Siécle, Ledger and Luckhurst (eds.),
p. 224-5.

24 Peter Bowler, Evolution, p. 219.
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romantic notions of the imagination and the sublime within the scientific worldview, and had a
large readership among theists.?> Not only did the new wave of sceptics refuse to align itself in
opposition to religion, they met a resurgent idealist movement, inspired by German thought,
which saw a place for purpose in nature. Its task was the reconciliation of recent scientific
developments with the concept of a harmonious and anthropocentric universe.?6 Having already
broken with the Spencerian view of evolution as progressive and positive, in 1895 Huxley was
assailed by the conservative politician A.]. Balfour and his more explicitly supernatural brand of
teleology.?” The biologist died before he was able to respond.

Instead of an absence of moral categories in the scientific discussions of the period, we
find a continuing kinship between the language of evolution and of Christianity. In 1883,
Francis Galton complained that man ‘has not yet risen to the conviction that it is his religious
duty to [further evolution] deliberately and systematically’,® which William Greenslade claims
set the tone for ‘a whole generation of post-Darwinian spokesmen for evolution ... who were
convinced that the process of evolution was in many ways an ethically-valid substitute for the
loss of formal religious faith’.2? Particulatly redolent of the medieval doctrine of spiritual
progress was the image of the path, which was employed by intellectuals ranging from Henry
Maudsley (‘the steep and narrow way of evolution’) to Galton’s protégé Karl Pearson, who

conjures a route to perfection that resembles the corpse-strewn track from ‘Heart of

Darkness’:3!

The path of progress is strewn with the wreck of nations; traces are everywhere to be
seen on the hecatombs of inferior races, and of victims who found not the narrow way
to the greater perfection. Yet these dead people are, in very truth, the stepping stones
on which mankind has arisen to the higher intellectual and deeper emotional life of to-
day.??

Just as Christianity conceived of a counterpart to righteousness in original sin, so the

evolutionists promoted the notion of degeneration: ‘a broad and easy way of dissolution,

2 Ledger and Luckhurst (eds.), p.241.

26 Peter Bowler, Evolution, p. 318.

27 Bowler, p. 318.

28 Francis Galton, Inguiries into Human Faculty and its Development, London, Macmillan and Co., 1883, p. 304.
2 William Paul Greenslade, “The concept of degeneration, 1880—1910, with particular reference to the
work of Thomas Hardy, George Gissing, and H.G. Wells’, PhD Thesis, The University of Warwick, 1982,
p. 73. Galton’s enthusiasm contrasts with Huxley’s negative appraisal of the requirements for man’s
mental and physical development as ‘those qualities which he shares with the ape and the tiger’
(‘Evolution and Ethics’, in Collected Essays, Vol. IX, [website] http://aleph0.clarku.edu/huxley/CE9/E-
EProl.html, (accessed 20™ October 2016)).

30 Henry Maudsley, ‘Lessons of Materialism’, in A Selection of Lectures Delivered Before the Sunday Lecture
Society, Fourth Selection, .ondon, Sunday Lecture Society, 1886, p. 15.

31 “Now and then a carrier dead in harness, at rest in the long grass near the path, with an empty water-
gourd and his long staff lying by his side.”” (HD’, 39)

32 Karl Pearson, National Life from the Standpoint of Science, 2°4 edn., London, Adam and Chatles Black, 1905,
p. 64.
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national, social, or individual’ (Maudsley again). The word ‘degeneration’ had already been used
by Christians for several centuries to describe a moral and physical deterioration from initial
perfection,® and now it was applied to those species, races, etc., who appeared to have retreated
from complexity and dynamism to simplicity and lethargy. “The new hell [of degeneration] is
almost as exciting to the scientific imagination as was its predecessor to the medieval mind’,
claims O’Hanlon.3* One of the first post-Darwinian portrayals in literature of evolution and
devolution as a moral journey can be found in Charles Kingsley’s The Water-Babies (1862-63).
According to Stephen Prickett, Kingsley saw evolution as ‘a concrete expression of God’s
outpouring life-force moulding and re-creating Nature ... [which is] the manifestation of a
dynamic spirit’;? therefore knowledge of this divine power is the key to progress. In The Water-
Babies, the unfortunate tribe of Doasyoulikes fail to strive for this understanding, preferring
instead to wallow in the pleasures of their idyllic homeland like ‘those jolly old Greeks in
Sicily’¢ As a result, the Doasyoulikes degenerate until they are ‘grown so fierce and suspicious
and brutal that they keep out of each other’s way, and mope and sulk in the dark forests’.”

The common thread that unites religion and science is the quest for knowledge, and,
through knowledge of the universe’s underlying rationale, progress towards some blissful end.
The image that Tyndall uses in invoking ‘the inexorable advance of man’s understanding in #be
path of knowledge™® is the same that a twelfth-century poet or philosopher might have used.
And late-nineteenth-century science in turn transmitted this preoccupation to anthropologists,
sociologists, and wvatrious popular doom-merchants. For E. Ray Lankester, scientific
investigation was the very key to racial salvation: “The full and earnest cultivation of Science, the
Knowledge of Causes — is that to which we have to look for the protection of our race — even
of this English branch of it — from relapse and degeneration.’® Max Nordau diagnosed the
cause of the ailment that afflicted modern Europe’s ‘Doasyoulikes’ as a ‘feebleness of will,
inattention, predominance of emotion, lack of knowledge, absence of sympathy or interest in

the world and humanity, atrophy of the notion of duty and morality’.4? The prophylaxis to avoid

3 R.B. Kershner, Jr., ‘Degeneration: The Explanatory Nightmare’, The Georgia Review, Vol. 40, No. 2,
Summer 1986, p. 422.

3 O’Hanlon, Joseph Conrad and Charles Darwin, p. 47. Bowler reports that some Calvinists even welcomed
the theory of natural selection for buttressing their own view of modern mankind as necessitating
redemption (Evolution, p. 203).

3 Stephen Prickett, Iictorian Fantasy, 2" edn., Waco, Baylor University Press, 2005, p. 154.

3 Charles Kingsley, The Water-Babies: A Fairy Tale for a Land-Baby, L.ondon, Rand McNally and Co., 1912,
p. 231.

37 Kingsley, p. 237.

3 My emphasis. John Tyndall, ‘Belfast Address’ (1874), in The Fin-de-Siécle, Ledger and Luckhurst (eds.), p.
234,

3 E. Ray Lankester, Degeneration: A Chapter in Darwinism, London, Macmillan and Co., 1880, p. 62.

40 Max Notrdau, Degeneration, 5 edn. (translated from the 204 edn. of Entartung), New York, D. Appleton
and Co., 1895, p. 536.
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slipping into a dreamy languor and emulating the fate of their fictional counterparts was

obvious to his mind:

Progress is possible only by the growth of knowledge; but this is the task of
consciousness and judgment, not of instinct. The march of progress is characterised by
the expansion of consciousness and the contraction of the unconscious; the
strengthening of the will and the weakening of the impulsions; the increase of self-
responsibility and the repression of reckless egoism.*!

In the jungle fictions of the period, one generally observes the same tendency to view the
processes of universe and humanity through a teleological lens, with progress in the journey

towards reason and order constituting the ultimate good.

Tending the forsaken jungle: the authors and their beliefs

All of Conrad’s fellow authors whom I have identified as making greatest use of the
tropical forest setting before the First World War reproduced in miniature the age’s great crisis
of faith, either through profound doubt or outright rejection of Christianity, and all sought
consolation in other teleological systems.#?> Robert Louis Stevenson grew up in a devoutly
Presbyterian household, and one of his favourite childhood games involved pretending to
deliver his own church sermons.®3 At Edinburgh University, he seems to have vacillated
between zeal and irreverence,* and aged twenty-two he informed his devastated parents that he
no longer believed in Christianity.> Wiltshire, the protagonist of “The Beach of Falesa’, also
equivocates with regard to religion, scolding missionaries (‘Falesd’, 34) and comparing the Bible
to native talismans (60), while taking ‘the off chance of a prayer being any good’ (53).

Faith and disillusionment waged a lifelong battle in W.H. Hudson. As a boy, under the
influence of his pious mother, he was fond of reading about the lives of the Church Fathers,
‘especially that of Augustine, the greatest of all’.*¢ Less orthodox was his youthful belief that
trees have souls of their own, and that ‘all nature is alive and intelligent, and feels as we feel’.%

This animist streak persisted in later life, when he would argue for a kind of intelligent principle

4 Nordau, p. 554.

42 A. Sandison writes of Haggard that his ‘awareness of flux and change’ prevented him from believing in
a higher, benevolent Divinity (The Wheel of Empire, London, Macmillan, 1967, p. 30). Consolation for him
took the form of a belief in spiritualism and reincarnation.

4 Harman, Robert Louis Stevenson, p. 20.

4 Harman, p. 70.

4 Harman, p. 79. Stevenson’s parents were left distraught for many months after the conversation on 31t
January 1873.

4 \W.H. Hudson, Far Away and Long Ago: A Childhood in Argentina, London, Eland, 1982, p. 215.

47\W.H. Hudson, Idle Days in Patagonia, New York, E.P. Dutton and Co., 1917, p. 117. He would regulatly
steal out of the house to stand near a large group of trees, where ‘the sense of mystery would grow until a
sensation of delight would change to fear, and the fear increase until it was no longer to be borne’ (W.H.
Hudson, Far Away and Long Ago, p. 231).
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in nature. Hudson possessed a horror of death from an early age, which was exacerbated in his
teens by a bout of rheumatic fever and the misleading prognosis by a doctor that his condition
was terminal.*® But what troubled him particularly was the prospect of oblivion, which he feared
even more than eternal damnation.*’

Arthur Conan Doyle was immersed during his earliest years in Jesuitism, first at home
and then at school in Stonyhurst, Lancashire.’® This upbringing produced an enthusiastic

believer, judging by a letter he wrote aged ten to his mother:

I am glad to say that I have made my first communion Oh mama I cannot express the
joy that I felt on the happy day to receive my creator into my breast I shall never though
I live a 100 years I shall never forget that day.>!

However, during his teens, Doyle began to question various aspects of Catholicism, especially
the idea of damnation.’> A growing interest in science led him to study medicine at Edinburgh
University, where he met numerous admirers of Huxley, and this freethinking atmosphere
seems to have swayed him decisively against religion. Around the time of his twenty-first

birthday in 1880, he declared himself to be an agnostic:>3

Judging it thus by all the new knowledge which came to me both from my reading and
from my studies, I found that the foundations not only of Roman Catholicism, but of
the whole Christian faith, as presented to me in nineteenth-century theology, were so
weak that my mind could not build upon them.>*

Nevertheless, his apostasy felt to him less like a moment of liberation than as if his ‘life-belt had
burst’.>> Doyle would later insist that his agnosticism ‘never for an instant degenerated into
atheism’.5® Although unreceptive to organised worship, including Freemasonry, in which he was
briefly enrolled between 1887 and 1889, he was loath to accept that the universe lacked the

guidance of an intelligent force:

48 Miller, W.H. Hudson and the Elusive Paradise, p. 7; and Tomalin, W.H. Hudson, p. 69.

¥ W.H. Hudson, Far Away and Long Ago, p. 305.

50 Booth, The Doctor, The Detective, and Arthur Conan Doyle, p. 25.

51 Arthur Conan Doyle, ‘Letter to Mary Doyle, 30™ May 1869, in Arthur Conan Doyle: A Life in Letters,
Lellenberg, Stashower and Foley (eds.), London, Harper Perennial, 2008, p. 22.

52 Booth, The Doctor, The Detective, and Arthur Conan Doyle, pp. 25 & 59.

3 Booth, p. 59. Booth states that Doyle’s 1880 voyage to Greenland on the Hope of Peterhead seemed to
prompt an awakening: ‘In the Arctic, he had seen nature unsullied by Man and he had seen it despoiled by
the blood of clubbed seals’ (p. 61).

5 Arthur Conan Doyle, Menmories and Adventures and Western Wanderings, Newcastle upon Tyne, Cambridge
Scholars Publishing, 2009, p. 19.

5 This is the phrase used by his autobiographical character Munto in Doyle’s The Stark Munro Letters,
1895 (London, Smith, Elder and Co., 1912, p. 45): “When first I came out of the faith in which I had been
reared, I certainly did feel for a time as if my life-belt had burst.’

56 Doyle, Memories and Adventures, p. 20.
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For Conan Doyle, science could not exist without there being some spiritual quality to
it. Existentiality was not enough. There had to be a purpose to creation, some design to
it which implied it had a designer whom he could not bring himself to think was
feckless, amoral and indifferent. He believed not so much in God in the Christian sense
as in some overall powerful theistic entity.>’

The Lost World reflects both the author’s lack of Christian faith and his compulsion for
teleological structure. While beautiful, the vision of nature invoked by the novel is un-
miraculous and violent; capable of producing both the awrora borealis and the ‘lancet-like
proboscis’ of the blood-tick (LIV, 107). Even the animals let out screams that are a ‘stupendous
indictment of high heaven’ (LIV, 121). However, dark origins and brutal methods merely
provide the impetus which propels life forward, towards humanity and the light; it just requires
‘a robust faith in the end to justify such tragic means’ (LI, 174).

Kipling’s anxiety and fascination with religion was a common theme throughout his
life. According to Lycett, Kipling was an agnostic who drifted between numerous belief-
systems. As a young man in India, he became involved in Freemasonry.® He reassured his
fiancée Carrie Taylor during the winter of 1889-90, when she fretted that he might convert to
Roman Catholicism, that he was an Anglican who believed in a personal God but was sceptical
about the Trinity and the afterlife.” In his later years, Kipling showed an interest in the dualistic
philosophy of the thirteenth-century Cathars;%° and, under the influence of Haggard, he came
increasingly to believe in aspects of the occult, such as telepathy and reincarnation.s! Kipling
was a regular churchgoer in spite of his theological peripateticism, especially in the times of
crisis following the deaths of his daughter Josephine in 1899 and son John in 1915.92 He also
made frequent use of religious language in his writing, although Lycett judges this had little
doctrinal significance and was merely an attempt to exhort the British people to shoulder their
imperial duties ‘with an appeal to an outdated mid-Victorian religiosity’.63

Kipling’s attitude resembles that of Muller, the Head Ranger of India (In the Rukh),
who seems torn between the freethinking that dominates while he oversees the planting of trees
and makes ‘reborts’; Christianity, with God acting through him to regulate the woodlands; and
ancient Greek polytheism. He is particularly perplexed by his encounter with Mowgli, whom he

first characterises in modern, anthropological terms, then Judeo-Christian, and finally pagan:

57 Booth, The Doctor, The Detective, and Arthur Conan Doyle, p. 61. He occasionally discerned the influence
on his life of something like a guardian angel, a ‘beneficent force outside ourselves, which tries to help
where it can’ (A.C. Doyle, Through the Magic Door, New York, McClure, 1908, p. 128).

58 Lycett, Rudyard Kipling, p. 129.

5 Lycett, p. 200.

0 Lycett, p. 428.

o1 Brantlinger, Rule of Darkness, p. 244.

2 Lycett, Rudyard Kipling, p. 472; and Brantlinger, p. 242-3. Brantlinger claims that Kipling trod a path
‘from doubt to faith’.

63 Lycett, p. 282.
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‘Dis man haf lived, and he is an anachronism, for he is before der Iron Age, and der
Stone Age. Look here, he is at der beginnings of der history of man — Adam in der
Garden, und now we want only an Eval Nol He is older than dot child-tale, shust as der
rukh is older dan der gods. Gisborne, I am a Bagan now, once for all.” (‘IR’, 178)

Yet, after further reflection, Muller is forced to admit that none of these creeds are adequate
conduits for reaching a complete understanding of the universe: “Now I know dot, Bagan or
Christian, I shall nefer know der inwardness of der ru&h!” (‘IR’, 179).

The specifics of religious convention seem to have been less important to Kipling than
their function in upholding a system of absolute values, like natural justice.®* Other critics have
remarked on the presence in Kipling’s writing of oppositions and hierarchies. Douglas Hewitt
claims that Kipling rarely deals in paradoxes and usually places the reader in a position where
they are required to take sides.®> According to Jonah Raskin, where Kipling does violate
boundaries, it is in order to bolster the primacy of the law over anarchy, man over animal, and
Europeans over natives.®® Similarly, Zohreh Sullivan argues that Kipling’s fiction often enters
spaces between the rigid binary constructions of nineteenth-century thought, but ‘it is precisely
in those borderline sites that Kipling’s anxieties over definition and structures become more
exaggerated’.6” His jungle is just such an ambiguous ‘borderline site’, where the energy and
monotony of being is entwined with the carnage and quietude of death (JB7, 20). The sudden
‘roar’ and ‘crackling’ of wind and rain on foliage abruptly gives way to silent immobility (‘IR’,
159). But, as when the wolves kill their aging leader and a new one is born, ‘to be killed in his
turn’ (JB7, 19), violent struggle and the elimination of life is always the means to an ultimate
good, the perpetuation of life. This is especially obvious during the springtime, when even the
vegetation must ‘put away the hanging-on, over-surviving raffle of half-green things which the

gentle winter has suffered to live’ (JB2, 309). The fatal quarrels and writhing bodies of animals,

4 Kipling also saw religion as a necessary veil for the overwhelming truth of the universe, and a means of
keeping humanity grounded. The idea that truth is too dangerous to be viewed directly can be found in a
number of his works, such as the stories ‘A Matter of Fact’ in Many Inventions, and “Thrown Away’ in Plain
Tales from the Hills. “The Prayer of Miriam Cohen’ craves,

A veil *twixt us and Thee, dread Lord,
A veil *twixt us and Thee:

Lest we should hear too clear, too clear,
And unto madness see!

In a May 1918 letter to Haggard, Kipling suggests that God only allows us a glimpse of Himself so that
we should not become ‘unfitted for our work in the wotld” (Morton Cohen (ed.), Rudyard Kipling to Rider
Haggard: The Record of a Friendship, Hutchinson, 1965). In Egypt of the Magicians (1914), a mock conversation
between Kipling and the pharaoh Ahkenaton reveals that without the belief that they are lower than the
angels, men ‘will assuredly become bigger beasts than ever’ (The Kipling Society Archive, [website]
http://www.kiplingsociety.co.uk/rg egypt intro.htm, (accessed 10 February 2017)).

% Douglas Hewitt, English Fiction of the Early Modern Period, 1890-1940, London and New York, Longman,
1988, p. 51.

% Jonah Raskin, The Mythology of Imperialism, New York, Monthly Review Press, 2009, p. 66.

67 Zohteh T. Sullivan, Narratives of Empire: The Fictions of Rudyard Kipling, Cambridge, Cambridge University
Press, 1993, p. 8.
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which look to the naive observer like reprehensible outbursts of destruction, are all part of the
process by which the jungle is renewed (‘IR’, 158-59; JB2, 313-14).

In contrast to the illogicality of Conrad’s forest, Kipling’s is more straightforwardly “full
of words that sound like one thing but mean another’ (JB2, 307-8). His jungle is bound by laws
based on fear and segregation. According to the creation myth related by Hathi in ‘How Fear
Came’, the First of the Tigers ‘brought Death into the jungle’ when he killed a buck in anger;
thereafter, a semblance of the world’s original harmony can only be maintained by the imported

authority of mankind, and division of the animals into their various species:

‘Then we of the jungle followed the herd till we came to that cave, and Fear stood at the mouth
of it, and he was, as the buffaloes had said, hairless, and he walked upon his hinder legs. When he
saw us he cried out, and his voice filled us with the fear that we have now, and we ran away,
tramping upon and tearing each other because we were afraid. That night, it was told to me, we of
the jungle did not lie down together as used to be our custom, but each tribe drew off by itself —
the pig with the pig, the deer with the deer; horn to horn, hoof to hoof — like keeping to like, and
so lay shaking in the jungle.” (JB2, 163-64)

Of all Conrad’s fellow authors, H.G. Wells probably had the knottiest relationship with
faith. He describes his own estrangement from Christianity as taking place very abruptly at
about the age of eleven, when he dreamt he saw God breaking a sinner on a wheel in hell:
‘Never had I hated God so intensely. And then suddenly the light broke through to me and I
knew this God was a lie.’® Whether this revelatory episode actually took place or was part of a
process spanning the course of his adolescence, Wells liked to describe himself as a ‘prodigy of
Early Impiety’.®? While working as a teenage apprentice to a Portsmouth draper, he kept a
notebook addressing such questions as ‘what is matter?”” However, the young writer’s
philosophical and literary heroes, like Thomas Carlyle, were generally sceptics who nonetheless
could not accept unalloyed, atheistic materialism.” So began an ambivalent and fluid Tove-hate
obsession with religion’.’”> Ambivalent, because Wells exhibited the sombre attitude of an
atomist for whom chaos is the status quo of existence, but never altogether eschewed the idealist
notion of a latent perfect world; and fluid, because he appears to have oscillated for lengthy
periods throughout his life between the extremes of this dual outlook.

At his most impious, Wells’s early dystopian fiction makes a mockery of the Christian
belief in future perfection. The Island of Doctor Morean (1896) in particular attests to the
insurmountable power of nature. For Glendening, it dramatises materialism by shuffling into a

random heap ‘dualistic categories’ such as nature and culture, right and wrong: “Throughout The

8 H.G. Wells, Experiment in Autobiography, Vol. 1, London and Boston, Faber and Faber, 1934, p. 67.
Michael Sherborne speculates that the young Wells’s loss of faith was a result of his family’s financial
hardship during that time (H.G. Wells, p. 30).

9 Wells, Experiment in Antobiography, Vol. 1, p. 66.

70 Shetborne, H.G. Wells, p. 44.

1 Sherborne, p. 60.

72 Shetrborne, p. 27.
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Island of Doctor Morean chance and uncertainty undermine order and knowledge. The novel
signifies indeterminacy as the ruling element in the universe and in the human condition.’”
Above all, it is the ‘green confusion’ of the forest which symbolises this amoral world, prone to
unpredictable, unavoidable, and entropic transformations into formlessness.”* According to
John Reed, Wells found the bestial jungle ‘terrifying’ and used it consistently as a metaphor for
‘threateningly abundant disorder’, in contrast to the ‘coherent’ garden.” Glendening points out
that, in the forest, Prendick becomes ‘perplexed’ (IDM, 45),7° a word related to the Latin
perplexcus, meaning ‘entangled’.”” He also notes that the island’s jungly character was absent in the
first version of the novel, inferring that it was added ‘as Wells discovered his theme of mental
entanglement’.”® However, Glendening’s definitive judgement is that the book is not a
‘naturalistic or even nihilistic message about the pointlessness of the cosmos and the
helplessness of humanity’, but rather an exploration of the control humanity might exercise
once it acknowledges the absence of any moral agent besides itself.”” Wells himself preferred an
even-handed interpretation of The Island of Doctor Morean. The only contemporary review which
he found satisfactory, in the Anglican Guardian, theorised that the author’s aim had been ‘to
satirise and rebuke the presumptions of science’ while reproving God.8

It is common among Wells scholars to depict the author’s general outlook as a kind of
‘qualified optimism’, broadly mirroring the vision outlined by Huxley in ‘Evolution and Ethics’
of humans carving from nature by artificial means a degree of moral progress, before this utopia
must ultimately be destroyed in the inevitable heat-death of the universe.8! John Carey has
argued that there was a sacred quality about Wells’s manifesto for a society of ideal artists,
cleansed by eugenics.’2 According to Sherborne, though Wells’s utopia ‘purports to be built on
the rock of reason’, it is as otherworldly as Plato’s Republic or the Judeo-Christian image of

New Jerusalem.$3 The Time Machine (1895), where a transitory utopia is achieved before

3 Glendening, ‘An Entangled Bank’, pp. 39-40.

7 Glendening, p. 53. He writes that the image of entangled vegetation signifies ‘the commingling of
objects, processes, and qualities that strike the human mind as incompatible or antagonistic because they
upset boundaries and categories; and it points to the limits of knowledge, since the mind, caught in the
very processes it tries to understand, is continually confounded by contingencies, like those governing the
course of Darwinian evolution, too complex to be anticipated or fully comprehended’ (p. 41).

5 John R. Reed, The Natural History of H.G. Wells, Athens, Ohio University Press, 1981, p. 35.

76 Glendening, “An Entangled Bank’, p. 56.

77 Charlton T. Lewis, An Elementary Latin Dictionary, New York, Cincinnati, and Chicago, American Book
Company, 1890, [website] http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/, (accessed 20™ February 2017).

8 Glendening, ‘An Entangled Bank’, p. 67. He goes on, ‘this discovery is hinted at, 1 believe, by his
addition of the word “tangle” to the first page of the original, manuscript version of the story’.

7 Glendening, p. 43.

80 Sherborne, H.G. Wells, p. 114.

81 Glendening, ‘An Entangled Bank’, p. 149; Sherborne, p. 105; Michael R. Page, The Literary Imagination
from Erasmus Darwin to H.G. Wells: Science, Evolution, and Ecology, Farnham, Ashgate, 2012, p. 151; W.W.
Wagar, Traversing Time, Middleton, Wesleyan University Press, 2004, p. 36; Marina Warner, ‘Introduction
to 2005 Penguin Classics edition of The Time Machine, p. xxii.

82 John Carey on ‘Literary Modetnism’, In Our Time, BBC Radio Four, 26™ April 2001 [radio programme].

8 Sherborne, H.G. Wells, pp. 166 & 239.
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becoming overgrown, embodies this tension in Wells between, on the one hand, a naturalism ‘in
which life is portrayed as squalid and meaningless ... and, on the other hand, a militant fantasy
supposedly endorsed by science but with its roots in Wells’s religious upbringing’.$* The novel
may lampoon the lexicon and redemptive promise of Christianity, but it contains numerous
biblical references and romantic features, including battles with otherworldly enemies, departing
from the epic archetype only in its omission of divinities.®> ‘It is highly characteristic of Wells
that, even as he parodies religious mythology, he depends on it to give shape to his ideas,” writes
Sherborne.86

For Gregory Claeys, Wells is ‘famous as a writer who commenced his career writing
dystopian works in the vein of fin-de-siecle pessimism, only to embrace utopia and exchange
degeneration for regeneration’.?” Sherborne claims that Wells began to retreat from staunch
secularism during the 1890s, becoming increasingly defensive of the concept of God, until, by
the time of the Great War, he observed something like ‘a very diluted Protestantism’.8% During
this allegedly upbeat phase, Wells produced Tono-Bungay (1909), a story so bleak that the narrator
claims a far better name for it would be Wasze (IB, 381). George Ponderevo shows all the signs
of being an irremediable materialist. When confronted at a young age by his fanatically Christian
cousins, the Frapps, whom he considers cannibalistic savages (45), George proclaims that he
doesn’t ‘believe in anything at all’ (51). He finds the concept of progressive evolution absurd
(85), feeling instead that life is generally fortuitous and futile (10 & 348). But, without constant
and autonomous standards, he is beset by Glendening’s entanglement and unable to make sense
of the world: “The perplexing thing about life is the irresolute complexity of reality, of things
and relations alike. Nothing is simple. Every wrong done has a certain justice in it, and every
good deed has dregs of evil.” (195-6) It is therefore appropriate that the essential episode of the

novel, and George’s life, should be a voyage into the jungle of a West African island, where the

84 Sherborne, p. 95.

85 Sherborne, p. 103. Specifically, he views the time traveller as a blasphemous parody, ‘a prophet with no
message of salvation and a messiah who is incapable of rescuing the Eloi from the hell being prepared
below them’ (p. 105). He also draws attention to the biblical derivation of the names ‘Eloi’ (from Christ’s
words on the cross) and ‘Morlock’ (from Moloch, a god to whom children were sacrificed).

86 Sherborne, p. 105.

87 Gregory Claeys, “The origins of dystopia: Wells, Huxley, and Orwell’, in The Cambridge Companion to
Utopian Literature, Claeys (ed.), Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2010, p. 113. Likewise, Jack
Williamson (H.G. Wells: Critic of Progress, Mirage Press, 1973) considers the author’s eatly romances as
critiques of Victorian progressive idealism, and his twentieth-century works as prophecies of human
possibility. However, Michael Page argues that there was little alteration in Wells’s pessimism, but rather
his later works were attempts to divert the nightmarish course on which the world was set. Stylistically, he
says, Wells first built an antithesis to the complacent, Victorian vision of progress through the dark
Gothicism of Mary Shelley, before turning to the idealist progressivism of her husband (The Literary
Imagination, pp. 180 & 184). The fact that Wells finally disowned his religious convictions before his death
in 1946 would appear to add weight to Page’s position.

88 Sherborne, H.G. Wells, pp. 238-39. In a letter of 16™ November 1900, Wells assured Galsworthy that
he was still ‘an extensive skeptic, no God, no king, no nationality’ (Correspondence, Vol. I, David C. Smith
(ed.), London and Vermont, Pickering and Chatto, 1998, p. 3606), however Sherborne claims that he
showed few signs of this scepticism in his writing (p. 150).
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ambiguity of all existence is distilled into a single, incomprehensible image of nonchalant

immobility and half-concealed passions:

Here and there strange blossoms woke the dank intensities of green with a trumpet call
of colour. Things crept among the jungle and peeped and dashed back rustling into
stillness. Always in the sluggishly drifting, opaque water were eddyings and stirrings;
little rushes of bubbles came chuckling up light-heartedly from this or that submerged
conflict and tragedy; now and again were crocodiles like a stranded fleet of logs basking
in the sun. Still it was by day, a dreaty stillness broken only by insect sounds and the
creaking and flapping of our progress, by the calling of the soundings and the captain’s
confused shouts; but in the night as we lay moored to a clump of trees the darkness
brought a thousand swampy things to life and out of the forest came screamings and
howlings, screamings and yells that made us glad to be afloat. And once we saw
between the tree stems long blazing fires. (1B, 325)

This disclosure of life as a ‘strange by-play of matter’ culminates in barrenness and decay,
represented by two small heaps of a radioactive substance called ‘quap’ ‘Suppose indeed that is
to be the end of our planet; no splendid climax and finale, no towering accumulation of
achievements but just — atomic decay!” (1B, 329-30). The shocking implications of the absence
of a final cause are made plain when George murders an innocent native as though it were ‘a
matter-of-fact transaction’, like the packing of a portmanteau or ‘the killing of a bird or rabbit’
(TB, 335). He prompts us to wonder whether fatalism and a lack of stable values leaves the

atheist especially vulnerable to such senseless impulses:

It was the most unmeaning and purposeless murder imaginable. Even as I write down
its well-remembered particulars there comes again the sense of its strangeness, its
pointlessness, its incompatibility with any of the neat and definite theories people hold
about life and the meaning of the world. I did this thing and I want to tell of my doing
it, but why I did it and particularly why I should be held responsible for it I cannot
explain. (1B, 333)

Through his experience on Mordet Island, the protagonist learns the wisdom of his uncle’s
earlier pronouncement: ““It’s when you bump up against Chance like this, George, that you feel
the need of religion. Your hard-and-fast scientific men — your Spencers and Huxleys — they
don’t understand that.”” It isn’t the Christian God, but George does eventually find an
inexpressible absolute to cut through the confusion of life: ‘Sometimes I call this reality Science,
sometimes I call it Truth. But it is something we draw by pain and effort out of the heart of life,

that we disentangle and make clear.” (TB, 388)

Captivation and disillusionment amid Conrad’s waste forest

Joseph Conrad was born into a family which placed a great deal of importance on

ideals, not only those of Christianity but of patriotic and chivaltic romanticism also. He

61



departed from his father’s ‘Christian stoicism’ at about the age of thirteen,® associating the
religion with a savage, Russian mentality.”” Nor did he feel the need for religion later in life. In a
1914 letter, he said he found Christianity ‘distasteful’,! and his note accompanying the 1920
edition of The Shadow-Line disavowed belief in the supernatural altogether.?? One encounters
occasional references in Conrad’s fiction to a deity, such as an affirmation in the preface to
Almayer’s Folly of a common humanity ‘under the inscrutable eyes of the Most High’, enduring
‘the load of the gifts from Heaven’; but these are usually infected with irony®® or contradicted
elsewhere.” There are no divinities or providential forces which orchestrate forbidding skies or
use humans as instruments of their will; merely cyclones (L], 301) and people who ‘happen
along’ (Victory, 17). Nor does God heed the prayers of characters like Captain Whalley (Tether,
167). In a reversal of the traditional pattern, Conrad depicts ideals of all kinds as dreamy
illusions,” and scepticism as the revitalising medicament, ‘the tonic of minds, the tonic of life,
the agent of truth — the way of art and salvation’.? His tropical forest is frequently the scene of
romantic delusions, but it can also epitomise the universe as the sceptic is able to see it, causing

1113

Lingard to doubt whether “‘there is such a thing as justice’ (Outeast, 204). More disturbingly, it

1113

is the place where Kurtz realises

jolly well pleased” (‘HD’, 92), just as Gentleman Jones is a cold-blooded killer because he

there was nothing on earth to prevent him killing whom he

behaves ‘as if the world were still one great, wild jungle without law’ (I 7ctory, 89). As
Glendening puts it, the jungle serves to ‘undermine idealisations, including the trappings of both
romantic love and romantic nature’.%’

In his book The Blinding Torch, Brian Shaffer writes that ‘Conrad’s fiction presages

poststructuralism ... as the line dividing ... oppositions dissolves before our eyes’.”8 I think it is

8 Meyers, Joseph Conrad, p. 24.

% For Conrad, Russians in general were ‘primitive natures fashioned by a Byzantine theological
conception of life, with an inclination to perverted mysticism’ (The Collected Letters of Joseph Conrad, Vol.
VII, Laurence Davies & J.H. Stape (eds.), Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2005, p. 615), and
Dostoyevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov were ‘like some fierce mouthings from prehistoric ages’ (‘Letter to
Edward Garnett, 27" May 1912°, in Letters from Joseph Conrad, 1895-1924, Edward Garnett (ed.),
Indianapolis, The Bobbs-Merrill Co., 1924, p. 240).

o “Letter to Edward Garnett, 23t February 1914, in Letters from Joseph Conrad, p. 245.

92 Joseph Conrad, ‘Author’s Note’, in The Shadow-Line: A Confession, Oxford, Oxford University Press,
2003, p. 110: ‘all my moral and intellectual being is penetrated by an invincible conviction that whatever
falls under the dominion of our senses must be in nature and, however exceptional, cannot differ in its
essence from all the other effects of the visible and tangible world of which we are a self-conscious part’.
93 If the existence of God is affirmed, it is sometimes intimated that He is sick or senile; for example,
Stein wonders whether ‘the artist’ who created man was ‘a little mad’ (L], 150), and, in A/wayer’s Folly, the
motionless treetops are irregularly jagged, ‘as if traced by an unsteady hand’ (AF, 84).

94 See Robert Hampson’s analysis of this very example in Cross-Cultural Encounters in Joseph Conrad’s Malay
Fiction, Basingstoke, Palgrave, 2000, p. 114.

% ‘Faith is a myth and beliefs shift like mists on the shore’ (‘Letter to R.B. Cunninghame Graham, 15%
January 1898, in The Selected 1 etters of Joseph Conrad, p. 89).

% Letter to John Galsworthy, 1901°, in The Collected Letters of Joseph Conrad, Vol. 11, Laurence Davies &
J.H. Stape (eds.), p. 359.

97 Glendening, ‘An Entangled Bank’, p. 140.

98 Brian Shaffer, The Blinding Torch, p. 66.
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possible to say, more specifically, that Conrad casts into doubt the possibility of culture, or
rather nature as regulated by /gos, with its attendant symbolism of goodness, life, light, and the
garden or ideal city (as distinct from and triumphing over evil, death, darkness, and the
wilderness). Instead, the modern world in its entirety resembles hyle, untamed nature, where
traditionally contrary values merge or are even inverted.” Glendening discusses Conrad’s
fondness for such elision at length, especially with regard to his forests. However, he seems to
view it more as an expression of the atheistic character’s internal confusion, not of the irrational
universe itself,!? calling Conrad’s tropical wilderness ‘an ominous, impenetrable barrier of
perceptual and cognitive chaos in which death interfuses life’.101

On the important point of Conrad’s attitude to culture, Glendening makes two
contradictory declarations. Initially he writes, ‘With his evocative jungles Conrad follows
Huxley’s lead by advocating a clear line of demarcation between nature and culture’;'?2 but he
goes on to claim that, ‘Even more than Huxley, [Conrad] beholds both nature and culture as an
entangled forest with no clear paths.”'? The second of these statements more closely matches
my own understanding. Conrad was undoubtedly conscious that, without the comforting
illusion of order provided by teleological beliefs, a world lacking physical and moral clarity could
be a bewilderingly difficult place to negotiate. He wrote to Edward Garnett in September 1899
comparing himself to ‘a man who has lost his gods. My efforts seem unrelated to anything in
heaven and everything under heaven is impalpable to the touch like shapes of mist.”'%* Along
with the dense vegetation and rotting riverbanks (‘HD’, 31), spells of cloud and fog make
Conrad’s forests apposite representations of a chaotic universe by blurring the lines between
objects (LJ, 291; ‘HD’, 29 & 67-73; Rescue, 61), and between concepts, like ‘immaculate’
whiteness and deadly poisonousness (‘Outpost’, 256). The animals of Conrad’s jungle also
epitomise an atmosphere that is predominantly solemn but increasingly punctuated by moments
of absurdity, such as the long-nosed monkeys in An Ouwtast, who look on ‘with grave and

sorrowful intensity, disturbed now and then by irrational outbreaks of mad gesticulation’

9 Patrick McCarthy similatly identifies the ‘blurring of margins’ in ‘Heart of Darkness’ as suggestive of
entropy, citing the description of the sea and sky as ‘welded together without a joint’, and Matlow’s lack
of rivets (‘HD’, 15 & 51): ‘one suggests the obliteration of all differences, the other the dissolution of all
bonds’ (““Heart of Darkness” and the Early Novels of H.G. Wells: Evolution, Anarchy, Entropy’, in the
Journal of Modern Literature, Vol. 13, No. 1, March 1986, pp. 56-7). As evidence of blurred concepts, he
could equally have pointed towards the image of the sepulchral city, or the fact that “The light of day
appears more inimical as a rule than even the heart of darkness, in Conrad’ (Gurdip Kaur Panesar,
‘Worlds Elsewhere: Studies in Some Late Nineteenth-Century and Early Twentieth-Century Romance’,
PhD Thesis, University of Glasgow, 2003, p. 64).

100 Glendening, “An Entangled Bank’, p. 170.

101 Glendening, p. 165.

102 Glendening, p. 149.

103 Glendening, p. 154.

104 T etter to Edward Garnett, 16 September 1899, in Letters from Joseph Conrad, p. 155.
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(Outeast, 250), or their garrulous peers who undermine Jim’s romantic pretensions with their
‘insulting hullabaloo’ (L], 177).

Much of Conrad’s fiction focuses on the question of whether there is any meaning or
purpose to life in an exclusively material world bereft of /ggos. Some characters are anxious to
discern a supernatural motivation behind the course of events, even if it is retributive (e.g. Lena
in Vietory, 266); others would be satisfied with finding any kind of order in the convoluted
pattern of life, such as a sequence in the winning numbers of a lottery (Massy in Tether, 117). In
‘Heart of Darkness’, Marlow is confronted by an inconsequential and incomprehensible reality,
in which people care little whether soldiers live or die as they disembark into the surf (‘HD’, 29-
30). He asks himself ‘what it all meant’ (44) and ‘what did it matter?’ (66), and his journey into
the forest is fundamentally one of a number of attempts in Conrad’s novels to answer these
questions in keeping with literary convention. Generally, the answer which emerges is not

encouraging. Almayer whiles away his ‘empty days’ with material considerations,

when nothing mattered to him but the quality of guttah and the size of rattans; where
there were no small hopes to be watched for; where to him there was nothing
interesting, nothing supportable, nothing desirable to expect; nothing bitter but the
slowness of the passing days; nothing sweet but the hope, the distant and glorious hope
— the hope wearying, aching and precious, of getting away. (Owutcast, 238)

‘Nothing’ is also the verdict pronounced by the white man on Arsat’s quest for purpose

(‘Lagoon’, 230), and by Davidson in response to the ‘Samburan mystery’ (I7tory, 310).105
According to Glendening, in Conrad, ‘the forests of the Malay Archipelago and of

Africa invite nihilism’ because they are pervaded by the mortality and oblivion which threaten

all mankind:

The chief significance of raw nature is its horrifying absence of significance, because the
mind balks at the sheer meaninglessness of a godless universe that offers no clues about
how conscious beings should live faced with certain death and the nothingness that lies
beyond. There appears no adequate answer to the mortality that dominates even the
most intense manifestations of life. The darkness that permeates the fecundity and the
profusion of Conrad’s forests also looms over individual men and women, over
civilisations, and over the human species.'%

Certainly, Conrad was fixated by the idea that the universe would eventually dwindle into ‘cold,
darkness, and silence’,'?7 and his forests are profoundly suggestive of the ‘curse of decay — the

eternal decay that will extinguish the sun, the stars, one by one, and in another instant shall

105 In ‘Heart of Darkness’, Marlow is only a little less blunt when he says that the most you can hope for
from life is a little self-knowledge, the realisation of futility (‘(HD’, 112-13).

106 Glendening, ‘An Entangled Bank’, p. 137.

107 T etter to R.B. Cunninghame Graham, 14% January 1898, in Joseph Conrad’s Letters to Cunninghame
Grabam, C.T. Watts (ed.), p. 65.
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spread a frozen darkness over the whole universe’.!® A ‘conquering darkness’ (‘HD’, 117)
positively ‘oozes’ and ‘flows’ from between the trees (‘Lagoon’, 218; Tether, 116; Rescue, 311 &
348), ambushing and ‘devouring’ its ‘feeble enemy’ light (Ouzast, 169; L], 192), and obliterating
all form (AF, 117). Similarly, the ‘unseen presence of victorious corruption’ seems to physically
‘wither’ and ‘consume’ Kurtz (‘HD’, 81 & 101), just as the smell of dead hippo threatens
Marlow’s sanity (‘HD’, 70). The jungle and its creatures possess a Dionysian longing to
dismember and decompose the human body (Owtcast, 254; ‘HD’, 24), and all man-made
structures, like Cornelius’s trading-post (L], 207 & 216), Kurtz’s inner station (‘HD’, 86), and
the abandoned sheds of the Tropical Belt Coal Company (I77fory, 133). Conrad’s jungle is
engaged in the task of turning the world into one great wasteland, just as the concept of entropy
meant that the universe would become relentlessly more disordered. There was nothing
especially radical about this conviction. The second law of thermodynamics, that energy tends
spontaneously to diffuse, was first outlined by Sadi Carnot with regard to heat engines in 1824,
and used by William Thomson to predict the ‘heat-death’ of the universe in 1862.!% Stevenson,
Haggard, Kipling, and Wells were all preoccupied with the prospect of universal, human, and
cultural extinction.!? However, they were generally able to reconcile long-term dissipation with
a degree of teleology!!'! and human progress, of which Conrad saw no hope.!!?

Can we therefore regard Conrad as the exception among the authors of the period,
who were generally unwilling to tolerate the void left by God, and style him ‘a materialist’™ As a
combination of density (‘impenetrable forest’, thick air, etc.) and vacuity (the ‘empty stream’,
deserted waterway, etc.) (‘HD’, 59), and as a location of formation and transformation, his
forest setting certainly recalls ancient Greek physics. He probably had knowledge of classical
atomism and Epicureanism, having learnt ancient history, ‘tolerably good’ Latin, and ‘a certain

amount’ of Greek at the gymnasium in Poland;!'3 but whether his views more closely resemble

108 P etter to R.B. Cunninghame Graham, 14" December 1897, in Joseph Conrad’s Letters to Cunningbame
Grabam, C.T. Watts (ed.), p. 53.

109 See Carnot’s Reflections on the Motive Power of Fire (1824) and Thomson’s ‘On the Age of the Sun’s Heat’
(1862).

110 In Haggard’s Allan Quatermain (1887), the eponymous hero contemplates a ruined, overgrown city,
saying: ‘Nothing may endure. That is the inexorable law. Men and women, empires and cities, thrones,
principalities, and powers, mountains, rivers, and unfathomed seas, wortlds, spaces, and universes, all have
their day and all must go. In this ruined and forgotten place the moralist may behold a symbol of
universal destiny.” (London, Longmans, Green and Co., 1887, p. 20.)

1 As Oswald Spengler would later do in Der Untergang des Abendlandes (The Decline of the Wes): “What the
myth of Gotterdammerung signified of old ... the myth of entropy signifies today — the world’s end as
completion of an imwardly necessary evolution.” (trans. C.F. Atkinson, New York, Alfred A. Knopf, 1927, p. 424.)
112 Conrad famously told Wells, “You don’t care for humanity, but think they are to be improved. I love
humanity but know they are not!” (‘The Diary of Hugh Walpole, 231 January 1918’, in Joseph Conrad:
Interviews and Recollections, Martin Ray (ed.), Iowa City, University of Iowa Press, 1990, p. 135). McCarthy
writes, ‘Conrad’s pessimism, it must be admitted, is deeper and more profound than that of Huxley or
Wells: there is in the later Conrad none of the simple enthusiasm for utopias that we find in the later
Wells’ (““Heart of Darkness” and the Farly Novels of H.G. Wells’, p. 58).

13 Zdzistaw Najder, Joseph Conrad: A Chronicle, trans. Halina Catroll-Najder, New Brunswick, Rutgers
University Press, 1983, pp. 31-38.
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the determinism of the former or the contingency of the latter is debatable. It has been said
that, in terms of science, Conrad had one foot planted in the ‘post-Darwin, post-Kelvin’ world
of law-bound biological evolution and stable elements, but was also stretching towards a more
volatile ‘pre-Mendel and pre-Einstein’ reality.''* He often describes nature in rigidly mechanistic
terms, from the dog snapping at a fly outside the courtroom in Lord Jim (54) to the mist in
‘Heart of Darkness’ falling ‘smoothly, as if sliding in greased grooves’ (68). In an 1897 letter to
Cunninghame Graham, Conrad laid out his vision of the universe as like a knitting machine
which has ‘evolved itself ... out of a chaos of scraps of iron’, ‘without thought, without
conscience, without foresight, without eyes, without heart. It is a tragic accident — and it has
happened.”!’> Glendening rightly compares this image to the inexorable Greek Moirai,''o but
Conrad also stresses the accidental origins of the machine, which at any moment may collapse
into the chaos whence it arose.!!’

Of machine-like nature, Conrad writes in the abstract, ‘I am hotrified at the horrible
work and stand appalled. 1 feel it ought to embroider — but it goes on knitting.” Glendening
draws on this statement to infer that, as an ex-Catholic, ‘Conrad is “appalled” by the non-
existence of a God he can neither believe in nor forget’.''8 ‘Appalled’ is a strong word that can
certainly be applied to some of his characters,'!? but Conrad himself was more resigned than the
other authors discussed here. Elsewhere, he reflects on humanity ‘condemned to perish from
cold’ in ‘a universe made of drops of fire and clods of mud”: ‘If you take it to heart it becomes
an unendurable tragedy.”'?0 Conrad tends not to ‘take it to heart’, and instead observes that the
pointless, ‘remorseless process is sometimes amusing’. And yet, though he may have believed
that materialism offered the most accurate explanation of the modern world, he was far from

enamoured with its conclusions. He was not so extreme in his pessimism as Schopenhauer,!?!

114 O’Hanlon, Joseph Conrad and Charles Darwin, pp. 20 & 29. For example, in an 1898 letter to Edward
Garnett, Conrad recounts a whisky-fuelled evening in Glasgow during which the possibility of multiple
universes was discussed, ‘a/ (the universes) composed of the same matter, matter, a// matter being only
that thing of inconceivable tenuity through which the various vibrations of waves (electricity, heat, sound,
light, etc.) are propagated, thus giving birth to our sensations — then emotions — then thought’. (‘Letter to
Edward Garnett, 29 September 1898’, in Letters from Joseph Conrad, p. 143.)

115 “Petter to R.B. Cunninghame Graham, 20% December 1897, in Joseph Conrad’s Letters to Cunninghame
Grabam, C.T. Watts (ed.), p. 56.

116 Glendening, ‘An Entangled Bank’, p. 145. It was surely a conscious allusion on Conrad’s part, for it
appears again more explicitly in The Rescue when Mrs Travers refers to the thread of fate. ““You talk like a
pagan.”” says Mr Travers in response (Rescue, 228).

17 Therefore, Marlow may be too complacent when he imagines that ‘a law regulates your luck in the
throwing of dice’ (L], 233).

118 Glendening, “An Entangled Bank’, pp. 137 & 145.

119 Tike Almayer, who hysterically and fruitlessly demands of ‘the man of science’, ‘a materialist’
(Outeast, 276), ““Where’s your Providence? Where’s the good for anybody in all this? The world’s a
swindle!”” (Outcast, 2779).

120 Petter to R.B. Cunninghame Graham, 14" January 1898, in Joseph Conrad’s Letters to Cunninghame
Grabam, C.T. Watts (ed.), p. 65.

120 In Die Welt als Wille und 1 orstellung (‘The World as Will and Idea’), Arthur Schopenhauer expressed his
disdain for the Hegelian idea of the world working providentially towards a perfect state, and his belief
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nor the excessively detached Heyst and his hypocritical father in 1itory.1?2 Perhaps he was
closer to Marlow in ‘Heart of Darkness’, who has no truck with ‘careless contempt’, preferring
instead Kurtz’s ‘victorious’ exclamation of regret and despair (‘HD’, 114). Therefore, it would
be more accurate to describe Conrad as a ‘disillusioned idealist’.

The eatly disenchantment which Conrad experienced with religion was echoed in 1874
by his rejection of Polish nationalism and emigration from his homeland (which Romantics like
Adam Mickiewicz dubbed ‘Christ among nations’'?3), and by the realisation he experienced
regarding heroic imperialism on his 1890 Congo journey. For Martin Green, Conrad underwent
a quite straightforward journey from ‘boyhood enthusiasm’ for an adventure ideal to ‘mature
disillusionment’;'?* however, others paint a more complex picture, with Conrad continuing to
hold past heroes in high regard, while rubbishing the possibility of men emulating their
achievements in his own day. Cedric Watts, for example, refers to Conrad as ‘both romantic and
anti-romantic’.'? Andrea White claims that the gap which Conrad measured in the Congo
between Livingstone and Stanley awoke him reluctantly from his dream of noble deeds amid
blank spaces to the dark reality of the present, which smothered such possibilities:'20 “The
nostalgia, the romantic yearning for a more heroic past, is mixed with the realistic appraisal of
man’s universal imperfection, an understanding that all men are base and that “into the noblest
cause men manage to put something of their baseness”.’1?” Linda Dryden argues along the same
lines that Conrad was a ‘troubled sceptic’, for whom heroic action was the mark of a splendid,
bygone age:'2¢ ‘His work displays an awatreness of the Empire’s glotious past, but shows its late
nineteenth-century present to be fraught with unease and doubt about the existence of absolute

truths [such as European superiority]’.12?

that it is the fate of humanity to be unsatisfied. Conrad speculated whether ‘our appointed task on this
earth’ might be to ‘bear true testimony’ to the ‘sublime spectacle’ of the universe: ‘I have come to suspect
that the aim of creation cannot be ethical at all. I would fondly believe that its object is purely spectacular:
a spectacle for awe, love, adoration, or hate, if you like, but in this view — and in this view alone — never
for despait! Those visions, delicious or poignant, are a moral end in themselves.” (A Personal Record, New
York and London, Harper and Brothers, 1912, pp. 150-1.)

122 Outwardly, Heyst’s father emulates Schopenhauer (and possibly Conrad) in a number of respects, but
the scepticism which he passes on to his son is a response to a failed romanticism, and therefore
insincere. Before dying, he prays to God (I7etory, 151). See Robert Hampson, Joseph Conrad: Betrayal and
Identity, p. 240.

123 See his poetic drama Dgziady (‘Forefathers’ Eve’), originally published 1832, (trans. Chatles S.
Kraszewski), London, Glagoslav, 2016.

124 Martin Green, Dreams of Adventure, Deeds of Empire, London, Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1980, p. 303.
125 Cedric Watts, A Preface to Conrad, London, Hatlow, 1982, p. 46.

126 White, Joseph Conrad and the Adventure Tradition, pp. 188 & 191.

127 White, p. 108.

128 Dryden, Joseph Conrad and the Inmperial Romance, p. 106.

129 Dryden, p. 8. Martine Hennard Dutheil also discusses Conrad’s use of romance archetypes to draw
attention to the end of a chivalrous era, replaced by ‘routine, boredom, loneliness and decay’ (““Heart of
Darkness” as a Modernist Anti-Fairy Tale’, p. 2).
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In all three idealist strands outlined above, what Conrad repudiated was the modern
‘distortion’ of their values into unachievable ambitions or delusions. Of Christianity, Conrad

wrote:

I am not blind to its services but the absurd oriental fable from which it starts irritates
me. Great, improving, softening, compassionate it may be but it has lent itself with
amazing facility to cruel distortion and is the only religion which, with impossible
standards, has brought an infinity of anguish to innumerable souls.!3

Similarly, Conrad criticised Napoleon for having engendered in Poles ‘a false hope of national
independence’.’® In response to Cunninghame Graham’s ambition to bring about a utopian
fraternity of humankind, Conrad chided him for perpetuating a futile cause, while admitting he

would have more sympathy if he ‘had a grain of belief left in him™:

You with your ideals of sincerity, courage and truth are strangely out of place in this
epoch of material preoccupations ... You are a most hopeless idealist — your aspirations
are irrealisable. You want from men faith, honour, fidelity to truth in themselves and
others ... What makes you dangerous is your unwarrantable belief that your desire may
be realised. That is the only point of difference between us.!3

Conrad does not subvert ideals themselves, for he believed in their past existence, but rather the
hypocritical language used to promote them in a present ‘threatened by jungles without and

within’.!33 This was the substance of another letter written in June 1898:

There are no converts to ideas of honour, justice, pity, freedom. There are only people
who ... drive themselves into a frenzy with words ... without believing in anything but
profit, personal advantage, satisfied vanity. And words fly away; and nothing remains,
do you understand? Absolutely nothing, oh man of faith! Nothing. A moment, a
twinkling of an eye and nothing remains — but a clot of mud, of cold mud, of dead mud
cast into black space, rolling around an extinguished sun. Nothing. Neither thought, nor
sound, nor soul. Nothing. [Translated into English from French by Laurence Davies.]'3*

Just as the trees of Conrad’s forest are being swamped by ‘a mass of tangled creepers’ (AF,
106), and the once ordetly universe is returning by fits and starts into illogicality, so words,
stories, the law have ceased to be truthful, and become comforting, untrustworthy illusions,
veiling egoistic concerns. Thus the tropical forest of his novels evokes an exclusively material
world where ideals are revealed to be tenuous apparitions that will never be realised.

I have attempted to show how the period between the years 1885 and 1914 in Britain

was a time of iconoclastic devastation and an increasingly relativistic, materialist outlook, but

130 Letter to Edward Garnett, 23t February 1914°, in Letters from Joseph Conrad, p. 245.
131 Joseph Conrad, A Personal Record, p. 81.

132 “Letter to R.B. Cunninghame Graham, 23t January 1898, in The Selected Letters of Joseph Conrad,
Laurence Davies (ed.), Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2015, pp. 90-91.

133 Glendening, ‘An Entangled Bank’, p. 149.

13# I etter to R.B. Cunninghame Graham, 15% June 1898’, in The Selected Letters of Joseph Conrad, p. 100.
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that simultaneously a competing effort was made to shore up a binary, idealist view of nature.!3
This process of filling the ideological waste where shared Christian beliefs had once stood has
been named Umbesetzung (‘teoccupation’) by Hans Blumenberg.!3 In his book Narratives of
Empire, Zohreh T. Sullivan takes a similar line, arguing that it was not an age of faith but ‘an age
obsessed with the disintegration of faith and of the old structures of religion. The old structures,
however, were not discarded; rather, the age found suitable surrogates for them in such secular
systems as work, home, imperialism, and nationalism — and each was a construction designed to
ward off its undesirable Other.’13 T agree with him that imperialism, which promoted Anglo-
Saxon man to the divine role of ordering and illuminating the world, was one strand of this
reoccupation, but my contention is that the process was also comprised of neo-Lamarckian
evolutionary theory, which ousted the biblical story of the Creation while providing for a
purposeful cosmos; and social Darwinism, which depicted non-Western cultures as chaotic and
debased, requiring elevation. These ideas too were soon discarded or amended during the first
half of the twentieth century,'?® but in the intervening years they were remarkably successful in
dampening the traumatic impact of materialism. Almost uniquely for a British author before the

Great War, Conrad did not engage in this reoccupation.

135 At the time (1892), Katl Pearson wrote something similar in his book The Grammar of Science, calling it
an era in which ‘the extremes of religious faith and of unequivocal free thought are found jostling each
other’, sometimes within the same individual mind (The Grammar of Science, in The Fin de Siécle, Ledger
and Luckhurst (eds.), p. 235).

136 Hans Blumenberg, Die Legitimitat der Neuzeit (The Legitimacy of the Modern Age), trans. Robert M. Wallace,
Cambridge, Mass., M.IT. Press, 1983.

137 Sullivan, Narratives of Empire, p. 5.

138 That also seems to have been the impression of many at the time, including Chatles Masterman, who
lamented in The Condition of England (1909), “The large hopes and dreams of the Eatly Victorian time have
vanished: never, at least in the immediate future, to return.’” The ambitions of science, commerce,
psychical research, the spirit of invention, ‘all these have become recognised as remote and fairy visions’
(C.F.G. Masterman, The Condition of England, 34 edn., London, Methuen and Co., 1909, p. 215).
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Chapter Three

Neo-Lamarckism

The ‘eclipse of Darwinism’

It is a relatively common misconception that the 1859 publication of Oz #he Origin of
Species kick-started a ‘Darwinian revolution’, whereby the theory of natural selection was swiftly
and unequivocally absorbed into public discourse.! In reality, the implications of the mechanism
Darwin pinpointed as driving evolution were so repugnant to the Victorians’ tastes and
devastating to their worldview that it wasn’t until the beginning of the twentieth century that it
emerged as the leading evolutionary model in Britain.? Alternative ideas did not recede into
obscurity before the 1930s.3 This period has been called by historians the ‘eclipse of
Darwinism’. Criticism of natural selection was led by members of the conservative scientific
establishment like John Herschel and Richard Owen, who were unwilling to accept that a series
of inherited mistakes, or ‘arbitrary variation’, and not ‘an intelligence, guided by a purpose’,*
could account for the apparent order to be found in the organic world. The thought of

selfishness being rewarded through unfettered competition, while the pootly equipped products

! Bowler (Ewvolution, p. 24) cites the examples of evolutionary historians Michael Ruse (The Darwinian
Revolution, 1979) and Thomas Kuhn (The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, 1962). Bowler himself eschews the
term ‘Darwinian revolution’ because the initial conversion to evolution which Darwin facilitated had to
be supplemented by a further ‘change of paradigm’ around 1900 (p. 179).

2 Greenslade (‘The concept of degeneration’, p. 31) claims that August Weismann had dislodged
Lamarckian theory by 1894, creating a climate in which Mendel’s law of heredity, neglected since the
1860s, could be rediscovered in 1900. Another blow against neo-Lamarckism was struck by Ernest
Rutherford between 1903 and 1907, when he overturned by radiometric dating Lord Kelvin’s reduced
estimates of the age of the earth (‘a moderate number of millions of years” — ‘On the Miracle of Life’, May
1889), and of the sun (1864 estimate — 20 to 400 million years; 1897 estimate — 20 to 40 million).
Weismann and Mendel’s theory, by separating the gene from the blood, effectively rescued Darwinism
from the problem raised by Fleeming Jenkin concerning dilution of characteristics. However, some
geneticists went further in arguing that adaptation (whether by Lamarckian use and disuse, or Darwinian
selection) was irrelevant to evolution. Such proponents of ‘mutation theory’ believed that sudden and
random variations were the driving force of evolution (Bowler, Evolution, p. 226). It wasn’t until the 1920s
that Darwinian adaptation and genetics were fused in a genetical theory of natural selection (Bowler, p.
261). Arguably, the extreme gradualism of Darwin’s natural selection has still not been reconciled with
saltation by gene mutation.

3 As is evident from Austrian biologist and ardent socialist Paul Kammerer’s falsified experiments on the
midwife toad, and his subsequent suicide, during the mid-1920s (see Arthur Koestletr’s The Case of the
Midwife Toad). Some eminent figures, like Ernst Haeckel and George Bernard Shaw, would never be
divested of their Lamarckian convictions (Greenslade, “The concept of degeneration’, p. 32). The concept
of epigenetic inheritance has in fact made a comeback in recent years.

4 John Herschel, Physical Geography of the Globe, Edinburgh, Adam and Chatles Black, 1861, p. 12.



of random nature faced inevitable annihilation, was enough to incite Owen to develop his own,
theistic model of evolution during the 1860s.5 In anticipation of such criticism, Darwin had
already played down the role of chance in natural selection and sought to represent it as just one
of the ‘laws impressed on matter by the Creator’,® insinuating that although nature is apparently
violent, it is hierarchical, progtressive, and benevolent in essence. At the conclusion of his
famous treatise, he writes, “Thus, from the war of nature, from famine and death, the most
exalted object which we are capable of conceiving, namely, the production of the higher
animals, directly follows.” In later editions of Origin and in subsequent works, Darwin sought to
placate his critics by drawing increasingly upon an evolutionary theory first propounded by the
French biologist Jean-Baptiste de Monet, chevalier de Lamarck (1744-1829).

Although Lamarck did not believe in a supernatural power, he did envision nature as a
progressive hierarchy, in which species are arranged according to sophistication, and evolve to
become ever more complex. There is no extinction, but as animals move higher up the chain of
being they are replaced at the bottom by new, spontaneously generated organisms. On the top
rung of the ladder is humanity.? The mechanism which Lamarck believed would enable this
process to occur has been dubbed the ‘inheritance of acquired characteristics’, and is comprised
of two laws: first, a change in an organism’s habit or circumstance leads to development or
enfeeblement of its organs in proportion to the amount they are used or disused; and second,
these changes, acquired by individuals in their lifetime, are passed onto any offspring if both
parents exhibit the same modification.” Accordingly, Lamarck suggested that life is not only
endowed with an inherent urge to progress, but that each organism has the capacity to realise
this desire and to express it through intelligent choices regarding its own habits and form.1

While Darwin admitted that the outcomes of his ‘blind’ evolution were similar to the
‘sighted” force described by Lamarck, he was initially ill-disposed towards the concept of
acquired characteristics and especially towards self-directed adaptation, which he found absurd
in the case of plants.!! In an 1844 letter to Joseph Hooker, he had written: ‘Heaven forfend me

2 ¢

from Lamarck nonsense of a “tendency to progression”, “adaptations from the slow willing of

5> Bowler, Evolution, p. 186.

¢ Charles Darwin, On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection, L.ondon, John Murray, 1859, p. 488.
Bowler notes that Darwin disliked using such religious language except that it helped to separate him
from radical materialists and their notions of spontaneous generation.

" Darwin, On the Origin of Species, p. 490.

8 Peter Watson, Ideas, p. 868.

9 Lester Frank Ward, ‘Neo-Darwinism and Neo-Lamarckism’ (1891), Kessinger Legacy Reprint, p. 17.

10 Brain V. Street, The savage in literature, p. 106. Lamarck refers to certain invisible bodily-fluids, the same
‘very strange and wonderful agent’ responsible for generating emotions, ideas, and acts of intelligence,
which transform cellular tissue and fabricate new organs (Philosophie 300logique, trans. Hugh Elliot, London,
Macmillan and Co., 1914, p. 314).

1 Chatles Darwin, The Autobiography of Charles Darwin, 1809-1882, New York, W.W. Norton, 2005, p. 98.
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animals”, & c.I’2 Nevertheless, the Lamarckian process of ‘use and disuse’ became a necessary
and extensive feature of the 1859 Origin,!3 being cited in the case of species that have become
blind through the retreat of successive generations into cave systems, for example.!* In the
Introduction, Darwin also conceded that ‘Natural Selection has been the main but not the
exclusive means of modification’.!> Darwin’s attitude to Lamarckism only softened with time
and in response to the scientific establishment’s growing criticism. William Thomson’s 1864
estimate of the earth’s age as between twenty and four-hundred million years was lower than
had previously been postulated by Charles Lyell, and this favoured a non-Darwinian vision of
evolution as will-directed.’® In 1867, the polymath Fleeming Jenkin queried how ‘hard heredity’
could result in diversity of characters rather than uniformity. By the early 1870s, Darwin’s stance
was unquestionably Lamarckian. In The Descent of Man and Selection in Relation to Sex (1871), he
attributed human intelligence to the ‘inherited effect’ that language must have had upon the
brain,'” and in The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals (1872), he asserted that some
behaviours have been passed down after repeated performance in previous generations.!'s
Darwin formally announced his loss of faith and agnosticism six months before his death in
1882, but these theoretical ambiguities, coupled with confusion resulting from Darwin’s
growing tendency in his later works to resort to metaphor,? would encourage multiple and
conflicting interpretations of his works.

The growing sway of Lamarck’s ideas, fifty years after they were formulated, can be
attributed in part to the endorsement they received from Herbert Spencer, a favourite
philosopher of Darwin and the country at large.?! Spencer was no orthodox Christian, but he

retained the deist concept of a ‘Watchmaker” God in the guise of an impersonal, deterministic

12 The Life and Letters of Charles Darwin, Vol. 1, Francis Darwin (ed.), New York, D. Appleton and
Company, 1896, p. 384.

13To the extent that the eminent geologist Charles Lyell apparently referred to natural selection as merely
‘a modification of Lamarck’s [theory]” (The Correspondence of Charles Darwin, Burkhardt & Smith (eds.),
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1994, 11:223).

14 Darwin, On the Origin of Species, pp. 137-8.

15 Darwin, On the Origin of Species, p. 6.

16 Peter Bowler, Evolution, p. 201.

17 Chatles Darwin, The Descent of Man and Selection in Relation to Sex, 2°4 edn., London, John Mutrray, 1874,
p. 610.

18 Charles Darwin, The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals, London, John Murray, 1872, pp. 103-
4. Darwin was not alone in this journey of abnegation. During the 1860s, Alfred Russel Wallace began to
contest the idea of an animal-human continuum, writing a paper in 1870, entitled “The Limits of Natural
Selection applied to Man’, suggesting that a supernatural occurrence in humanity’s evolutionary
development had elevated it above the beasts. Wallace continued on this trajectory in later life. (Bowler,
Evolution, pp. 215-16.)

19 Foster, Clatk, and York, Critique of Intelligent Design, p. 125.

20 John Glendening, “An Entangled Bank’, p. 15.

21 Brian W. Shaffer, ““Rebarbarising Civilisation”: Conrad’s African Fiction and Spencerian Sociology’,
PMI.A, Vol. 108, No. 1, Jan., 1993, p. 46. Alfred Russel Wallace was likewise an admirer. However,
Shaffer notes that Darwin also had private reservations about Spencer’s conclusions (p. 55).
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force or law of progress,?? whereby all natural phenomena, be they physical, social or individual,
evolve through ‘beneficent necessity’ from a simple, homogeneous, and disintegrated state to a
complex, heterogeneous, yet coherent whole. What is known as his ‘Theory of Universal
Progress’ was first laid out in his 1857 essay ‘Progress: Its Law and Cause’. As part of the liberal,
utilitarian tradition, Spencer shied away from ‘hard heredity’ because it seemed to exclude the
possibility of incremental improvements through education and social reform. His model of a
purposeful nature was driven by Lamarckian self-willed improvements and acquired
characters; however, he went on to incorporate the Darwinian notion of selection by
imagining progressive adaptation as being prompted by individuals grappling with a competitive
environment.

As I have already indicated, it was the tendency of Spencer and his followers to depict
nature as fundamentally progressive which drove Huxley to break from him during the 1870s.24
Whereas Spencer thought of the struggle for existence as inherently good and not to be
hindered by mankind, for Huxley, uninhibited nature was amoral, and as likely to ‘work towards
degradation’ as enhanced complexity.?> The Prolegomena of his ‘Evolution and Ethics’, which he
delivered as the second Romanes memorial lecture in 1893, encapsulates this Huxleyan vision of
a ‘cosmic process’ of struggle and selection. If left unchecked, he imagines the result as a ‘state
of nature’ such as existed in Britain before the arrival of the Romans (i.e. interventionist
mankind): ‘a time when ... the vegetation of what land lay nearest, was as different from the
present Flora of the Sussex downs, as that of Central Africa now is’2¢ Huxley’s mention of
Central Africa is an indirect reference to Stanley’s disastrous expedition up the Congo River to
rescue the Emin Pasha: the subject of his 1890 book In Darkest Africa, which contributed to the
establishment of the tropical forest as a symbol for an untamed and degenerative nature that
‘heroic’ European man