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The Growth of the Illusion in “Karain: A Memory”
GOTO Takahiro

Abstract

In this paper, the narrative structure and the growth of the illusion in the text, Joseph Conrad’s
“Karain: A Memory”, are analyzed through the close reading of the text. The function of the first
narrator “I” in the third part of the text is important for readers. The first narrator “I” introduces
the narration of Karain with the explanation of Karain’s motive for narration. Karain narrates his
experience in the form of his recollection. Karain shows readers the process of the growth of illusion.
Karain’s illusion is a psychological phenomenon. The force of this illusion has a great influence on
Karain’s perception.
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We waited. The wind and rain had ceased,
and the stillness of the night round the
schooner was as dumb and complete as
if a dead world had been laid to rest in a
grave of clouds. We expected him to speak.
The necessity within him tore at his lips.
There are those who say that a native will
not speak to a white man. Error. No man
will speak to his master; but to a wanderer
and a friend, to him who does not come
to teach or to rule, to him who asks for
nothing and accepts all things, words are
spoken by the camp-fires, in the shared
solitude of the sea, in riverside villages,
in resting-places surrounded by forests—
words are spoken that take no account of
race or colour. One heart speaks—another
one listens; and the earth, the sea, the sky,
the passing wind and the stirring leaf, hear
also the futile tale of the burden of life.
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“Karain: A Memory"
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He spoke at last. It is impossible to
convey the effect of his story. It is undying,
it is but a memory, and its vividness
cannot be made clear to another mind, any
more than the vivid emotions of a dream.
One must have seen his innate splendour,
one must have known him before — looked
at him then. The wavering gloom of the
little cabin; the breathless stillness outside,
through which only the lapping of water
against the schooner’s sides could be
heard; Hollis’s pale face, with steady dark
eyes; the energetic head of Jackson held
up between two big palms, and with the
long yellow hair of his beard flowing over
the strings of the guitar lying on the table;
Karain’s upright and motionless pose, his
tone — all this made an impression that
cannot be forgotten. ( pp. 26-27)
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“Then Pata Matara’s sister fled from
the campong and went to live in the
Dutchman’s house. She was a great and
wilful lady: I had seen her once carried
high on slaves’ shoulders amongst the
people, with uncovered face, and I
had heard all men say that her beauty
was extreme, silencing the reason and
ravishing the heart of the beholders. The
people were dismayed; Matara’s face
was blackened with that disgrace, for she
knew she had been promised to another
man. Matara went to the Dutchman’s
house, and said, ‘Give her up to die—she
is the daughter of chiefs.” The white man
refused and shut himself up, while his
servants kept guard night and day with
loaded guns. ( pp. 29-30)
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Matara raged. My brother called a council.
But the Dutch ships were near, and
watched our coast greedily. My brother
said, ‘If he dies now our land will pay for
his blood. Leave him alone till we grow
stronger and the ships are gone. Matara
was wise; he waited and watched. But the
white man feared for her life and went
away.

“He left his house, his plantations,
and his goods! He departed, armed and
menacing, and left all—for her! She had
ravished his heart! (p. 30)
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Nothing dismayed us. And on the road,
by every fire, in resting-places, we always
talked of her and of him. Their time was
near. We spoke of nothing else. No! not
of hunger, thirst, weariness, and faltering
hearts. No! we spoke of him and her? Of
her! And we thought of them—of her!
Matara brooded by the fire. I sat and
thought and thought, till suddenly I could
see again the image of a woman, beautiful,
and young, and great and proud, and
tender, going away from her land and her
people. (p.32)
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At last in every woman’s face I thought
I could see hers. We ran swiftly. Nol
Sometimes Matara would whisper, Here
is the man, and we waited, crouching.
He came near. It was not the man—those
Dutchmen are all alike. We suffered the
anguish of deception. In my sleep I saw
her face, and was both joyful and sorry. . . .
Why? ... I seemed to hear a whisper near
me. I turned swiftly. She was not therel
And as we trudged wearily from stone
city to stone city I seemed to hear a light
footstep near me. A time came when I
heard it always, and I was glad. I thought,
walking dizzy and weary in sunshine on
the hard paths of white men—I thought,
She is there—with us! . . . Matara was
somber. We were often hungry. (p. 33)
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I said nothing; but I saw her every day—

always! At first I saw only her head, as
of a woman walking in the low mist on a
river bank. Then she sat by our fire. I saw
her! T looked at her! She had tender eyes
and a ravishing face. I murmured to her in
the night. Matara said sleepily sometimes,
‘To whom are you talking? Who is there?
I answered quickly, ‘No one’ . It was
a liel She never left me. She shared the
warmth of our fire, she sat on my couch of
leaves, she swam on the sea to follow me.
.. Isaw her!...I tell youlI saw her long
black hair spread behind her upon the
moonlit water as she struck out with bare

arms by the side of a swift prau. (p. 34)
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She was beautiful, she was faithful, and in
the silence of foreign countries she spoke
to me very low in the language of my
people. No one saw her; no one heard her;
she was mine only! In daylight she moved
with a swaying walk before me upon the
weary paths; her figure was straight and
flexible like the stem of a slender tree; the
heels of her feet were round and polished
like shells of eggs; with her round arm
she made signs. At night she looked into
my face. And she was sad! Her eyes were
tender and frightened; her voice soft and
pleading. Once I murmured to her, You
shall not die, and she smiled . . . ever
after she smiled! . . . She gave me courage
to bear weariness and hardships. Those
were times of pain, and she soothed me.
We wandered patient in our search. We
knew deception, false hopes; we knew
captivity, sickness, thirst, misery, despair .
... Enough! We found them!..."

(pp. 34-35)
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