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LESSON 3 The portrayal of women in Joseph Conrad's Heart of Darkness (selected passages translated by Luisa Saraval and Giuseppe Sertoli)
THE PORTRAYAL OF FEMININITY
1) The sea

“And this also,” said Marlow suddenly, “has been one of the dark places of the earth.”

He was the only man of us who still “followed the sea.” The worst that could be said of him was that he did not represent his class. He was a seaman, but he was a wanderer, too, while most seamen lead, if one may so express it, a sedentary life. Their minds are of the stay-at-home order, and their home is always with them—the ship; and so is their country—the sea. One ship is very much like another, and the sea is always the same. In the immutability of their surroundings the foreign shores, the foreign faces, the changing immensity of life, glide past, veiled not by a sense of mystery but by a slightly disdainful ignorance; for there is nothing mysterious to a seaman unless it be the sea itself, which is the mistress of his existence and as inscrutable as Destiny.

Era il solo fra noi che ancora “coresse” il mare. Il peggio che si potesse dire sul suo conto, e ra che rappresentava in modo atipico la sua categoria. Era un marinaio, ma era anche un vagabondo, mentre la maggior parte dei marinai conduce, se così si può dire, una vita sedentaria. La loro indole è casalinga; e la loro casa, la nave, se la portano sempre dietro, e così il loro paese, il mare. Non c’è nave che non assomigli a un’altra, e il mare è sempre lo stesso. Nell’immutabilità di ciò che le circonda, le coste straniere, le facce straniere, la mutevole immensità della vita, tutto scivola e passa, velato non dal senso del mistero, ma da un’ignoranza un pò sdegnosa. Perché, per un marinaio, non c’è niente di misterioso al di fuori del mare, signore e padrone della sua vita, e imperscrutabile come il destino”. (Luisa Saraval, p. 6)

“Nell’immutabilità del loro ambiente le coste straniere, le facce straniere, la mutevole immensità della vita scivolano via, velate, più che da un senso di mistero, da un’ignoranza lievemente sdegnosa; nulla è infatti misterioso per un marinaio se non il mare stesso, l’amante che signoreggia l’intera sua esistenza, imperscrutabile come il destino”.  (Giuseppe Sertoli)

2) Two old knitters of black wool

In the outer room the two women knitted black wool feverishly. People were arriving, and the younger one was walking back and forth introducing them. The old one sat on her chair. Her flat cloth slippers were propped up on a foot-warmer, and a cat reposed on her lap. She wore a starched white affair on her head, had a wart on one cheek, and silver-rimmed spectacles hung on the tip of her nose. She glanced at me above the glasses. The swift and indifferent placidity of that look troubled me. Two youths with foolish and cheery countenances were being piloted over, and she threw at them the same quick glance of unconcerned wisdom. She seemed to know all about them and about me, too. An eerie feeling came over me. She seemed uncanny and fateful. Often far away there I thought of these two, guarding the door of Darkness, knitting black wool as for a warm pall, one introducing, introducing continuously to the unknown, the other scrutinizing the cheery and foolish faces with unconcerned old eyes. Ave! Old knitter of black wool. Morituri te salutant. Not many of those she looked at ever saw her again—not half, by a long way.

“Nell’anticamera, le due donne sferruzzavano febbrilmente la lana nera. Arrivava gente e la più giovane andava avanti e indietro ad accompagnarla. La vecchia restava seduta sulla sua sedia, con le ciabatte di stoffa appoggiate su uno scaldino, e un gatto che le riposava in grembo. Portava sulla testa un affare bianco, inamidato, aveva una verruca su una guancia e gli occhiali cerchiati d’argento poggiavano sulla punta del naso. Mi diede un’occhiata da sopra le lenti. La placidità sbrigativa e distaccata di quello sguardo mi turbò. A due giovanotti, che con aria allegra e spensierata stavano seguendo la loro guida, lei lanciò la stessa rapida occhiata di imperturbabile saggezza. Pareva sapesse tutto di loro e anche di me. Mi invase una sensazione inquietante. Lei mi sembrava misteriosa e fatale. Spesso, quand’ero laggiù, ripensai a quelle due – le guardiane della porta delle tenebre – che sferruzzavano la loro lana nera come per farne una calda coltre funebre, una che accompagnava, accompagnava senza tregua verso l’ignoto, l’altra che scrutava i volti allegri e spensierati con i suoi vecchi occhi impassibili. Ave! Vecchia sferruzzatrice di lana nera. Morituri te salutant. Di tutti quelli che lei guardò, non furono in molti a rivederla: molto meno della metà”. (Luisa Saraval, p.13)

“Mi lanciò un’occhiata al di sopra delle lenti. La rapida e indifferente placidità di quello sguardo mi turbò. Due giovinotti dall’aspetto idiota e giulivo venivano proprio allora pilotati dall’altra parte della stanza, e lei gettò su di loro la medesima rapida occhiata di saggezza indifferente. Pareva sapesse ogni cosa sul loro conto, e anche sul mio. Un’indefinibile sensazione mi prese. Quella donna aveva un’aria misteriosa e fatale. Spesso, laggiú, ripensai a quelle due donne che facevano la guardia alla porta delle Tenebre e lavoravano la loro lana nera come per un caldo drappo funebre [...]”. (Giuseppe Sertoli)

3. A wild apparition of a woman

pp. 87-88

And from right to left along the lighted shore moved a wild and gorgeous apparition of a woman.

“She walked with measured steps, draped in striped and fringed cloths, treading the earth proudly, with a slight jingle and flash of barbarous ornaments. She carried her head high; her hair was done in the shape of a helmet; she had brass leggings to the knee, brass wire gauntlets to the elbow, a crimson spot on her tawny cheek, innumerable necklaces of glass beads on her neck; bizarre things, charms, gifts of witch-men, that hung about her, glittered and trembled at every step. She must have had the value of several elephant tusks upon her. She was savage and superb, wild-eyed and magnificent; there was something ominous and stately in her deliberate progress. And in the hush that had fallen suddenly upon the whole sorrowful land, the immense wilderness, the colossal body of the fecund and mysterious life seemed to look at her, pensive, as though it had been looking at the image of its own tenebrous and passionate soul.

“E lungo la spiaggia luminosa si mosse da destra a sinistra una selvaggia e incantevole apparizione di donna. 

Camminava a passi cadenzati nei drappeggi di una stoffa rigata e frangiata, toccando il suolo con fierezza, facendo leggermente tintinnare e balenare i barbari ornamenti. La testa eretta, i capelli acconciati come un elmo, le gambe fasciate di ottone fino al ginocchio, bracciali di filo d’ottone fino al gomito, una macchia scarlatta sulle guance bronzee, innumerevoli collane di perline colorate al collo. Oggetti bizzarri, amuleti, doni di stregoni, appesi al suo corpo, che luccicavano e dondolavano a ogni passo. Doveva avere addosso il valore di parecchie zanne di elefante. Era selvaggia e maestosa, stralunata e magnifica. C’era qualcosa di minaccioso e di imponente nel suo incedere risulto. E nell’improvviso silenzio caduto su quella terra afflitta, l’immensa landa selvaggia, quel corpo colossale di vita feconda e misteriosa sembrava penosamente guardarla, quasi contemplasse in lei l’immagine della propria anima tenebrosa e appassionata.” (Luisa Saraval, p. 81)

“E da destra verso sinistra, lungo la riva luminosa, muoveva una sfarzosa e selvaggia apparizione di donna. 

Camminava a passi misurati, drappeggiata in tessuti a strisce e a frange, calpestando orgogliosa la terra, con un lieve tintinnio e balenio di ornamenti barbarici. Portava eretto il capo, i capelli acconciati in forma di elmeto; gambali d’ottone le giungevano al ginocchio e manopole di maglia d’ottone al gomito; sulle guance brune aveva due chiazze scarlatte e innumerevoli collane di perline di vetro intorno al collo; oggetti bizzarri, amuleti, doni di stregoni le pendevano dal corpo, oscillando e luccicando a ogni passo. Doveva avere addosso il valore di parecchie zanne d’elefante.” (Giuseppe Sertoli)

“She came abreast of the steamer, stood still, and faced us. Her long shadow fell to the water’s edge. Her face had a tragic and fierce aspect of wild sorrow and of dumb pain mingled with the fear of some struggling, half-shaped resolve. She stood looking at us without a stir, and like the wilderness itself, with an air of brooding over an inscrutable purpose. A whole minute passed, and then she made a step forward. There was a low jingle, a glint of yellow metal, a sway of fringed draperies, and she stopped as if her heart had failed her. The young fellow by my side growled. The pilgrims murmured at my back. She looked at us all as if her life had depended upon the unswerving steadiness of her glance. Suddenly she opened her bared arms and threw them up rigid above her head, as though in an uncontrollable desire to touch the sky, and at the same time the swift shadows darted out on the earth, swept around on the river, gathering the steamer into a shadowy embrace. A formidable silence hung over the scene.

“She turned away slowly, walked on, following the bank, and passed into the bushes to the left. Once only her eyes gleamed back at us in the dusk of the thickets before she disappeared.”

4. The Intended

p. 69   MARLOW

“Girl! What? Did I mention a girl? Oh, she is out of it—completely. They—the women, I mean—are out of it—should be out of it. We must help them to stay in that beautiful world of their own, lest ours gets worse. Oh, she had to be out of it.”
pp. 106-108

“The dusk was falling. I had to wait in a lofty drawing-room with three long windows from floor to ceiling that were like three luminous and bedraped columns. The bent gilt legs and backs of the furniture shone in indistinct curves. The tall marble fireplace had a cold and monumental whiteness. A grand piano stood massively in a corner; with dark gleams on the flat surfaces like a sombre and polished sarcophagus. A high door opened—closed. I rose.

“She came forward, all in black, with a pale head, floating towards me in the dusk. She was in mourning. It was more than a year since his death, more than a year since the news came; she seemed as though she would remember and mourn forever. She took both my hands in hers and murmured, ‘I had heard you were coming.’ I noticed she was not very young—I mean not girlish. She had a mature capacity for fidelity, for belief, for suffering. The room seemed to have grown darker, as if all the sad light of the cloudy evening had taken refuge on her forehead. This fair hair, this pale visage, this pure brow, seemed surrounded by an ashy halo from which the dark eyes looked out at me. Their glance was guileless, profound, confident, and trustful. She carried her sorrowful head as though she were proud of that sorrow, as though she would say, ‘I—I alone know how to mourn for him as he deserves.’ But while we were still shaking hands, such a look of awful desolation came upon her face that I perceived she was one of those creatures that are not the playthings of Time. For her he had died only yesterday. And, by Jove! the impression was so powerful that for me, too, he seemed to have died only yesterday—nay, this very minute. I saw her and him in the same instant of time—his death and her sorrow—I saw her sorrow in the very moment of his death. Do you understand? I saw them together—I heard them together. She had said, with a deep catch of the breath, ‘I have survived’ while my strained ears seemed to hear distinctly, mingled with her tone of despairing regret, the summing up whisper of his eternal condemnation. I asked myself what I was doing there, with a sensation of panic in my heart as though I had blundered into a place of cruel and absurd mysteries not fit for a human being to behold”. 
