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Introduction

Joseph Conrad used Dominic Cervoni as the basis for five charac-

ters: Dominic in The Arrow of Cold , Attilio in Suspense , Jean Peyrol in

The Dover , Hostromo in Nostromo , and Tom Lingard in The Rescue , An Outcast

of the Islands , and Almayer T s Folly .

In his repeated use of Dominic, Conrad did not merely transfer

him directly again and again from life into his stories. Conrad shows his

remarkable combination of the power to observe and the power to create in

the development of these characters. He has made the characters seem alive

because he had a living model as his basis for them. And yet he made each

character a distinct individual to play a role in a particular situation.

I am going to show how Conrad developed each of these characters

—in what ways they were similar to Dominic Cervoni and in what ways they

were different from him. I am also going to try to judge the effectiveness

of his characterization and to perceive what truths or ideas he was attempt

ing to bring out in the stories and whether or not he was successful in

his attempt. By studying the characters which were drawn from Dominic,

I shall try to discover why Dominic was used as the basis for more character

than any other person whom Conrad used in his writing.



• - lo-r .• - T, ,9ij?v - y . n.': o

‘

. ,MoJ > >
;70xx ' > t ; t :

•

,
. 6: .

:

. •.T

. h_ ,
’

.
* ..i - .

•
. :

,

1 - . T ,

.- 1
- i>. :: ) >,0: • o

' •'

•: .... . ’C s nl

.

.

i. /)»•! :o : QqoI(\- w? w,\~ vn la 0; ji:
,

<? : 1

: i .

') aia .. c r t •t&liMd « •

’ieriJ t.- . .it

—

lescsvifroVfie o !:

'O
•

' .•• o. r it s.

• -
'

.‘J
-

ill f|
’i 'j - ...

.
'

.
.

. - :

tr.t 'Of? rti’/ • »vo: . c* Xi

.



Chapter 1

Dominic Cervoni

Dominic Cervoni was the inspiration for more of Con-

rad’s characters than any other person. The Dominic in The Ar-

row of Gold , the title character in Nostromo . Jean Peyrol in The

[lover, ^ttilio in Suspense, and Tom Lingard in ^n Outcast of

the Islands . Almajyer’s Polly
r
and The Rescue , all show traces of

the original Mediterranean sailor, Dominic Cervoni.

Jean-Aubry calls Dominic "Conrad’s true initiator into

the life of the sea." (1) An officer on hoard the ^aint-Antoine
He.

the second ship on which Conrad sailed, A took an especial interest

in the young Conrad, teaching him all he knew about the sea, and

talking to him "freely of people and things." (2) At this time

Dominic was about forty years old (the maritime registry at

Bastia gives his birth as May 22, 1834, at Luri, Corsica) and he

had been already twenty-five years at sea in the Mercantile

Marine and the Navy. (3) "His long experience, the concentrated

steadiness of his character, and his quick judgment awoke in

Conrad an admiration and affection which time never effaced." (4'

When the voyage on the Saint-Antoine to the West Indies v/as

completed, Conrad entered into a syndicate with some other young

men in Marseilles and bought a balancelle, the Tremolino . for

the purpose of carrying on smuggling for the carlist cause in

Spain. It is probable that a good part of Conrad’s value to the

!

1) Georges Jean-Aubry, Joseph Conrad. Life And Letters . P. 36

2) Loo. Cit .

3) Ibid., ... 35
4) Ibid., P. 36
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’1

syndicate was his friendship with Dominic about whose "skill as

a seaman and contempt for customs officials" (1) Conrad had

often spoken, Dominic was persuaded to become Padrone of the

Tremolino. and he "continued to educate the Signorino. as he

called Conrad, by his example, his aphorisms, and his comments

on life," (2) Conrad himself has told of his experiences ,,ith

the Tremolino and Dominic in one of the essays in The Mirror of

the lea. The smuggling adventure ended when one time "Dominic

and the Signorino were compelled to drive the Tremolino against

the rocks of the Baie de Roses in order to escape the Spanish

coast guards." (3) In The Kirror of the Sea Conrad tells us

that the cause for this failure was the treachery of Dominic’s

nephew, and that because Dominic felt so deeply the disgrace of

this treachery by one of his own blood, he left Conrad after the

wreck as soon as he saw that his young friend could reach safety

alone. Conrad’s account in The llirror of the r, ea of Dominic’s

leaving him shows the important place which Dominic held in his

memory and imagination, Dominic, as he vanished from Conrad’s

Bight, walking away from the sea, carrying an oar on his shoulder,

was to Conrad a symbol of himself, in his turning away from the

Bea and yet bearing with him a part of the sea revealed through

tiis writing to "silent and curious men" who have "never set eyes

on ships and oars." (4)

"And Dominic Cervoni takes his place in my memory by

(1) Georges Jean-rvubry. Op. Cit.. P. 41
(2) Loc. Cit.
(3) Id id,

,
P. 42

(4) Joseph Conrad. The Llirror of the lea. ?. 183
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the side of the fatal and impious adventurer, to whom the
evoked shade of the soothsayer predicted a journey inland with
an oar on his shoulder till he met men who had never set eyes on
ships and oars. It seems to me I can see them side by side in
the twilight of an arid land, the unfortunate possessors of the
secret lore of the sea, hearing the emblem of their hard calling
on their shoulders, surrounded by silent and curious mens even
as I, too, having turned my back upon the sea, am bearing those
few pages in the tv/i light, with the hope of finding in an inland
valley the silent welcome of some patient listener." (l)

It is not strange that a man whom Conrad remembered

vividly and romantically should serve as an inspiration for

characters in his writings. His sharing with Conrad in adven-

turous undertakings and his imparting to him the immeasurable

knowledge of the sea which he had gained through long experience

nade Dominic a person who would naturally recur to Conrad’s mind

as he evolved his stories and novels. Dominic had a picturesque

personality which made him particularly adaptable for characters

in adventure tales such as Conrad wrote. Conrad writes of the

real Dominic in The Lirror of the Sea as a "modern and unlawful

wanderer with his own legend of loves, dangers, and bloodshed."

(2) His ajjpearance was also romantic.

"On board the Tremolino . wrapped up in a black caban,
the picturesque cloak of mediterranean seamen, with those massive
moustaches and his remorseless eyes set off by the shadow of the
deep hood, he looked piratical and monkish and darkly initiated
into the most awful mysteries of the sea." (3)

Another possible reason for Conrad’s repeated use of

Dominic Cervoni, which may be the most important one, is that

Dominic possessed to an outstanding degree the quality of char-

acter which Conrad believed was the notable one of the very few

1) Joseph Conrad, The Llirror of the Cea . P. 183
2) Ibid., P. 163
3) Ibid., P. 164



•

.

1

.



4

simple ideas on which the world rests-—fidelity. Conrad ex-

presses this belief for us:

"Those who read me know my conviction that the world,
the temporal world, rests on a very fev/ simple ideas; so simple
that they must be old as the hills. It rests notably, among
others, on fidelity?"

That Dominic did possess the quality of fidelity stror^

ly is illustrated in The ITirror of the Hea by his horror and

feeling of disgrace at the infidelity of his nephew, A breach

of fidelity to Dominic was an unredeemable, unbearable sin,

"...That I, a confidential man and a Corsican, should
:iave to ask your pardon for bringing on board your vessel, of
which I was padrone, a Cervoni, who has betrayed you—a traitor?
--That is too much. It is too much. .Veil

, I beg your pardon;
and you may spit in Dominic’s face because a traitor of our
blood taints us all. A theft may be made good between men, a
lie may be set right, a death avenged, but what can one do to
atone for a treachery like this? .. .Nothing. " (1)

Conrad testifies directly to this quality of fidelity

in Dominic in the author’s note to Nostromo ;

"It is a real satisfaction to think that in my very
young days there must, after all, have been something in me
irorthy to command that man’s (Dominic’s) half-bitter fidelity,
ais half-ironic devotion." (2)

1) Joseph Conrad, The Mirror of the r>ea . ?, 182
2) Joseph Conrad, Nostromo . .?, Xll
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Chapter 11

The Dominic in An Arrow of Gold

Conrad in using Dominic Cervoni as the basis for his

characters followed his original model with varying degrees of

closeness* The character Dominic in The Arrow of Sold is the

nearest to a life-like portrait of Dominic Cervoni. I have said

that Conrad has told us about the real Dominic in The Mirror of

the Sea . and in the author* s note tro The Arrow of Gold he says

that the two Dominies are the same man:

”1 never tried to conceal the origins of the subject
matter of this book which I have hesitated so long to write; but
some reviewers indulged themselves with a sense of triumph in
discovering it in my Dominic of *The Mirror of the Sea* under his
own name (a truly wonderful discovery) and in recognizing the
balancelle Trenolino in the unnamed little craft in which Mr.
George plied his fantastic trade and sought to allay the pain of
his incurable wound, ...It is the same man and the same
balancelle," (1)

In writing The ^rrow of Gold Conrad was attempting to

give in novel form an account of his experiences and emotions

during a certain period in his life. This intention is made

clear in the author’s note:

"...What is lacking in the facts is simply what I did
not know, and what is not explained is what I did not understand
myself, and what seems inadequate is the fault of my imperfect
insight. ...In the case of this book I was unable to supplement
these deficiencies by the exercise of my inventive faculty. It
was never very strong; and on this occasion its use would have
seemed exceptionally dishonest." (2)

Since he was trying to record faithfully his own ex-

periences, it is probable that in the character of Dominic, who

(1) Joseph Conrad, Thp. Arrow of Gold t A. Vlll
(2) Joseph Conrad, The Arrow of Gold . T. 1A

L__
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,s of course playing the sane part as the real Dominic, Conrad

would want the same kind of person. He would try to depict a

person who was wise in the ways of the sea, full of love for

adventure, and above all loyal and faithful to the end.

Conrad gives a pretty good general idea of Dominic as

just such a person when he first mentions him in the story.

Monsieur George (who is telling the story and represents Conrad)

goes to ask Dominic to he the padrone of the Trenolino and to

undertake the dangerous business of smuggling supplies to Spain

for the carl is t cause.

"Late that night I went in search of Dominic. That
Mediterranean sailor was just the man I wanted. He had a great
experience of all unlawful things that can be done on the seas
and he brought to the practice of them much wisdom and audacity.'
( 1 )

The colorfulness of Dominic’s personality is again

brought out when Monsieur George is talking to Dona Rita, who is

the real motivating force of the carlist activities, about the

smuggling affair. "I held forth *on the romantic qualifications

of Dominic for the task." (2) Dominic’s fidelity is effectively

emphasized by having Dona Rita speak of him to Monsieur George:

"She observed also that she wished to see Dominic some
day; to set her eyes for once on a man who could be absolutely
depended on." (3)

There were other qualities which Conrad carried over

from the real person to the character in the novel. "The per-

fectly remorseless irony" in Dominic’s eyes, "as though he had

(1) Ibid., P. 89
(2) Ibid., P. 91
(3) Joseph Conrad, The ^.rrow of Gold . P. 91
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"been provided with an extremely experienced soul,” (1) of which

Conrad writes in The Mirror of the Sea , is given expression in

the Dominic of The Arrow of Gold . His attitude toward the

smuggling scheme is an example of his slightly scornful irony.

"He (Dominic) stated generally that there were some
young gentlemen very clever in inventing new ways of getting rid
of their time and their money. However, if they needed a
sensible man to help them he had no objection himself to lend a
hand, Dominick general scorn for the beliefs, and activities,
and abilities of upper-class people covered the principle of
legitimacy amply;" (2)

A sceptical irony gained from long experience is evi-

dent in these words of Dominic’s:

"*ell, no heart need despair; for there is not a
woman that v/ouldn’t at some time or other get do.n from her
pillar for no bigger bribe perhaps than just a flower which is
fresh today and withered to-morrow. And then, what’s the good
of asking how long any woman has been up there? There is a true
saying that lips that have been kissed do not lose their fresh-
ness." (3)

Irony is again evident in these ?/ords:

"I will say this for us, that we are carrying out all
this deadly foolishness as conscientiously as though the eyes of
the Senora v/ere on us all the time. And as to risk, I suppose
we take more than she would approve of, I fancy, if she ever gav<
a moment’s thought to us out here. How, for instance, in the
next half hour, we may come any moment on three carabineers who
would let off their pieces without asking questions. Bven your
way of flinging money about cannot make safety for men set on
defying a whole big country for the sake of--what is it exactly?
--The blue eyes, or the white arms of the enora." (4)

In The Hirror of the Sea Dominic is represented as

being a superstitious person. He believed that the reason for

his brother's renewing an ancient family feud was that "as

1) Joseph Conrad, The Mirror of the 3ea . P. 163
2) Joseph Conrad, The Arrow of Gold

,
P. 90

3) Ibid., P. 127
4) Joseph Conrad, The Arrow of Cold . ?, 129
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J)ominic explained, ’all our dead cried out to him. 1 H (1) His

superstition is again expressed when he spoke of his nephews

"Some cursed witch must have s tolen my brother’s child
from the cradle and put that spawn of a starved devil in its
place" Dominic would say to me. "Look at him 2 Just look at
hinij" (2)

In The Arrow of Gold Dominic shows the same kind of

Superstition—a superstition which he expressed in words, whether

he quite believed in it or not. When the shots of some carabi-
' r

neers miraculously missed Dominic and Monsieur George, "Dominic,

after swearing most horribly, ascribed our escape to the partic-

ular guardian angel that looks after crazy young gentlemen.

/Dominic believed in angels in a conventional way, but laid no

claim to having one of his own. " (3)

A certain simplicity of nature, closely allied to

superstition, is also to be found in both Dominies. In The

'Mirror of the Sea a conversation about Dominic’s wretched

nephew reveals the simplicity of the reasoning of the original

Dominic:

"’Why are you always knocking him about, Dominic?’ I

asked. Indeed, I felt convinced it was no earthly good— r sheer
waste of muscular force.

I must try to make a man of him,’ Dominic answered,
hopelessly." (4)

The Dominic in The Arrow of Gold shows a similar

simplicity, which in this instance is strangely mixed with wis-

dom, when he is talking to Monsieur George about his reason for

Joseph Conrad, The Mirror of the Sea, P. 165
Loc. Cit.
Joseph Conrad, The Arrow <of «Sold,

,
P. 255

Joseph Conrad, Mirror of the Sea, ?. 167
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entering into the oarlist cause. He says, shrewdly, that Carlos

is no friend of Monsieur George and then continues:

"friend (Carlos
)
of the Senora, eh?"

"That’s what the world says, Dominic."

"Half of what the world says are lies," he pronounced
dogmatically. "For all his Majesty he may be a good enough man.
Yet he is only a king in the mountains and to-morrow he may be
no more than you. Still a woman like that--one, somehow, would
grudge her to a better king. She ought to be set up on a high
pillar for people that walk on the ground to raise their eyes up
to. But you are otherwise, you gentlemen. You, for instance,
Monsieur, you wouldn’t want to see her set up on a pillar.” (1)

The real Dominic’s cool judgment and decision is shown

in The Mirror of the Sea when he sees that it is necessary to

wreck the ship. In The Arrow of Gold Dominic’s reputation for

good judgment is seen in this passage:

"They gave to Dominic all their respect. . .They thought
Dominic had all the sense." (2)

The original Dominic shows great sympathy and under-

standing in The Mirror of the Sea when he tells Conrad that the

ship must be v/recked:

"What do you say Dominic?" I asked, moving nothing but
my lips."

And the whisper. . .repeated mysteriously. "She must be

filled."

My heart began to beat violently,

"That’s it," I faltered out. "But how?"

"You love her well?"

(1) Joseph Conr-.d, The Arrow of Gold . P. 126
(2) Ibid., P. 125
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"I do. H

"Then you must find the heart for that work, too. You
must steer her yourself, and I shall see to it that she dies
quickly, without leaving as much as a chip behind. " (1)

In The Arrow of Gold the same sympathy and understand-

ing is shown by Dominic, but here it is for Lons ieur George’s

feeling for Dona Rita:

"For, speaking with all respect, why should you, and
I with you, be here on this lonely spot, barking our shins in
the dark on the way to a confounded flickering light where there
will be no other supper but a piece of a stale sausage and a
draught of leathery wine out of a stinking skin? PahJ

"

"I had good hold of his arm. Suddenly he. . .pronounced
in his flexible voice:

’For a pair of white arms, Senor. Bueno. 1

He could understand. "(2)

In addition to qualities of character, there are

certain more tangible things about the two Dominies which are thd

same. In other words Conrad has used details which he remembered

about the real Dominic to make the character in the novel more

life-like and interesting.

Each of the two Dominies calls his young friend (Con-

rad himself in The Miiror of the Sea and Lons ieur George in

The Arrow of Gold ) "Gignorino." In The Lirror of the 3ea

when Dominic gave the signal for wrecking the ship, it was sim-

ply "Now, Signor ino." (3) In The .A row of Gold Lons ieur George

says "I was Dominic’s Gignorino." (4)

1) Joseph Conrad, The Lirror of the Sea . P. 176
'2) Joseph Conrad, The Arrow of Gold, P. 130
3; Joseph Conrad, The Lirror of the ~.ea . P. 179
4) Joseph Conrad, The ^rrow of Gold . r. 90

, - - - .... ... - -
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Details in the descriptions of Dominick appearance

are the same in both books. In The Mirror of the Sea there is

this description:

The padrone made no remark but wrapping his cloak a-
boat him stood up to look. His weather-tanned face, framed in
the hood, had an aspect of authority and challenging force, with
the deep-set eyes gazing far away fixedly, without a wink, like
the intent, merciless, steady eyes of a sea-bird," (l)

In The Arrow of Gold almost the same picture is given:

"The clear flame shooting up revealed him in the black
cloak with a hood of a Mediterranean sailor. His eyes watched
the dancing dim light to seaward," (2)

Dominic’s black moustaches are emphasized in describirg

him in both books too. In The Mirror of the Sea Conrad writes

of Dominic’s "thick black moustaches, curled every morning," (3)

In The Arrow of Gold Monsieur George speaks of Dominic’s "heavy

moustaches." (4)

Dominic’s unusual appearance and dark costume help in

making him seem mysterious. In passages which are very similar

in both books Conrad emphasizes the supernatural quality which

sometimes seemed to surround Dominic’s dark hooded figure. In

Tne,,Lj,rro.r. QH.,.t.he„3 ea Conrad writes:

"...The black hood turned immovably over the stern, as
if in an unlawful communion with that old sea of magicians,
slave dealers, exiles, and warriors, the sea of legends and
terrors, where the mariners of remote antiquity used to hear the
restless shade of an old wanderer weep aloud in the dark." (5)

In The ^rrow of Gold there is this description:

iome reqeptacle I didn’t see. poured a lot of

,The Arrow of Gold. P. :

. The Mirror of the Sea.

. The .*rrou of Gold, ?.

. The Mirror of the Sea,

P. 162





water on the blaze, like a magician at the end of a successful
incantation that had called out a shadow and a voice from the
immense space of the sea. And his hooded figure vanished from
my sight in a great hiss and the warm feel of ascending steam."

(D

Dona Rita uses the exact words in commenting on

Dominic in both books. In The Kirror of the ?>ea she says, "Hais

il est parfait, cet homme," (2j and in The Arrow of Gold . "But

he is perfect, this man." (3)

Since Conrad admits the Dominic in The Llirror of the

Sea and the Dominic in The Arrow of Gold to be the same man, it

is not strange that there should bemany similarities between the

two presentations. s for differences, the Dominic in The

Arrow of 3-old does not seem to be so violent a man as the Dominic

in The L'irror of the Sea . But perhaps this is because his

nephew does not appear in the novel. For it was the nephew who

called forth Dominic’s anger and disgust, Dominic in The Arrow

of Gold is not so strong or vital a character as the real person

depicted in The Hirror of the Sea . But I do not believe that

this difference is so much in intention as in lack of success in

bringing the character to life and in revealing the motives for

his actions.

However, Conrad is not entirely unsuccessful in draw-

ing the character of Dominic in The Arrow of Gold . I have al-

ready spoken of the effectiveness with which Dominic’s character

is brought out through what Dona Rita says of him and through

S

I) Joseph Conrad, Arrow of Cold . P. 128
2) Joseph Conrad, Airror of the n 6u . P. 164
3) Joseph Conrad, Arrow of Cold . ?. 106
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her conversations with Monsieur George about him. In one

instance they sound as if she really would have said them:

"...One would like to put the care of one’s personal
safety into the hands of that man. He looks as if he simply
couldn’t fail one. w

(1)

Another way in which Dominic’s character is made clear

is through his own words and actions, particularly in the scene

where Dqminic and Monsieur George "were lying on a bit of dry

sand under the lee of a rook, side by side, watching the light

of our little vessel dancing away at sea in the windy distance

. (2) Here Dominic emerges as a distinctive character. His

wisdom mixed with simplicity, his scornful irony, and his devo-

tion to Monsieur George are here functionally brought out.

Dominic tells his young friend his ideas about women and love anc

life. His devotion to Monsieur George and Monsieur George’s

dependency on him are symbolically and vividly represented in

this passage:

"We were climbing a precipitous path sufficiently

dangerous in the dark, Dominic, more familiar with it, going

first and I scrambling close behind in order that I might grab

at his cloak if I chanced to slip or miss my footing. I

remonstrated against this arrangement as we stopped to rest. I

had no doubt I would grab at his cloak if I felt myself falling.

I couldn’t help doing that. But I would probably only drag him

down with me,

(1) Joseph Conrad, The Arrow of Gold
r

P. 106
(2) Ibid., ?. 126
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"With one hand grasping a shadowy bush above his head

he growled that all this was possible, but that it was all in

the bargain, and urged me onwards*" (1)

On the whole, as may be seen from the quotations cited

Conrad has given us a pretty good idea of Dominic’s character

in the Arrow of Gold, functionally through Dominic’s own words

and actions and through what other characters say about him.

However, the Dominic in the novel is not so strong and alive a

person as the real person of whom Conrad wrote in the essay in

The Mirror of the 3ea. Of course Dominic held the center of the

stage in the essay, while Monsieur George’s experiences and emo-

tions were the important things in the novel. Conrad concen-

trates on Dominic in the essay, vividly describing his character

and appearance and dramatically telling of his part in the indi-

dent of the Tremolino. But the fact that in a novel One dotyiot

give a direct descriptive sketch of a character, and that each

character must fit into his place in the story, should not mean

that any character must therefore lack vitality. ..nd these are

bot the reasons that Dominic in The Arrow of Gold is not so alive

a3 he should be.

Conrad’s lack of entire success in developing Dominic’s

character in The Arrow of Gold may be ascribed partly to the

fact that some of the book is written as if it were extraots from

a journal, and events or impressions are recounted briefly and

in a cursory manner. In writing of Dominic in the following

(1) Joseph Conrad, The Arrow of Gold . ?, 129
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extract, Conrad seems to be forcing the impression of Dominic

•which he wishes to give.

“An enterprise that hangs on the punctuality of many
people, no matter how well disposed and even heroic, hangs on
a thread. This I have perceived to be also the greatest of
iDominic’s concerns. Ke, too, wonders. ..nd when he breathes his
doubts, the smile lurking under the dark curl of his moustaches
is not reassuring.” (l)

There is something about this way of writing about a

person that just misses being effective. It gives a mysterious

air to the man which is good, and which as we have seen, Conrad

tries to create in other parts of the story. But the mysterious*

ness here Beems somewhat forced or artificial. Perhaps because

the impression is crowded into too few words, or because this

kind of entry does not seem appropriate for a journal.

Another cause for Conrad’s incomplete success in pre-

senting Dominic to us may be the fact that often when Dominic

appears in the story it is in the cafe of Madame Leonore and Con***

rad draws our attention to her rather than to Dominic. Thus

when Dominic is first introduced to us through the "notes written

at the end of that very day," Conrad writes:

"That I didn’t know where he lived was nothing since
I knew where he loved. The proprietor of a small, quiet cafe on
the quay, a certain Madame Leonore, a woman of thirty-five with

j

an open roman face and intelligent black eyes, had captivated
his heart years ago. In that cafe with our heads close together
over a marble table, Dominic and I held an earnest and endless
confabulation while Madame Leonore, rustling a black skirt, with
gold earrings, with her raven hair elaborately dressed and some-
thing nonchalant in her movements, would take ocoasion, in pass-
ing to an fro, to rest her hand for a moment on Dominic’s should*
er." (2)

(1) Joseph Conrad, The xrow of Gold
r

P, 94
(2) Ibid., P. 89
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