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[Rose] “Will you return to this gang of robbers, and to this
man, when a word can save you? What fascination is it that can
take you back, and make you cling to wickedness and misery?
Oh! Is there no chord in your heart that I can touch! Is there
nothing left, to which 1 can appeal against this terrible
infatuation!”

“When ladies as young, and good, and beautiful as you are,”
replied [Nancy] steadily, “give away your hearts, love will carry
you all lengths—even such as you, who have home, friends, other
admirers, everything, to fill them. When such as I, who have no
certain roof but the coffin lid, and no friend in sickness or death
but the hospital nurse, set our rotten hearts on any man, and let
him fill the place that has been a blank through all our wretched
lives, who can hope to cure us?”
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In the Syrian versions of One Thousand and One Nights, the king
praises Shahrazad’s chastity, wisdom, and eloquence, and says
that “repentance has come to me through her,” but the later Cairo
version is explicitly psychological. “O wise and subtle one,”
Shahryar says to her, “you have told me some things which were
strange, and many that were worth reflection. I have listened to
you for a thousand nights and one night, and now my soul is
changed and joyful, it beats with an appetite for life. I give thanks
to Him Who has perfumed your mouth with so much eloquence
and has set wisdom to be a seal upon your brow."
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When he reached the age of forty, he married a lady of twenty-
five, the widow of a magistrate, who was neither pretty nor
charming. One of his uncles, an inveterate meddler in the affairs
of others, was frankly surprised by his nephew’s choice, and told
him so. Simdo Bacamarte explained to him that Dona Evarista
combined physiological and anatomical attributes of the first
order: good digestion, regular sleep, a steady pulse, and excellent
eyesight; she was thus fit to provide him with healthy, sturdy,
intelligent offspring. If, in addition to such accomplishments—
the only ones with which a sensible man should concern
himself—Dona Evarista’s features were somewhat badly
formed, then, far from regretting it, he thanked God, since he
would thereby not run the risk of ignoring the interests of science
in the exclusive, trivial, and vulgar contemplation of his wife.
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I went to Krakow several years ago to give a talk at the annual
Conrad Festival there, and it would be natural to suppose that he
must have been a native son. Yet he wasn’t born in Krakow,
never wrote about the city, and lived there only for a few years
as an adolescent before he ran away to join the French merchant
marine, long before he finally became a writer in his third or
fourth language, English. He was never even a Polish citizen, as
he was born under the Russian Empire and eventually took
British citizenship. But even as writers can invent imaginary
worlds, cities can create an imagined literary heritage, and

Conrad’s fame as a world author has made him a good choice for
their international festival.
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