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NOSTROMO 'S CHRONOLOGY: THE SHAPING 
OF HISTORY 

Hartley S. Spatt 

In his "Author's Note" to Nostromo, Joseph Conrad makes reference 
to some "few historical allusions" in the novel. They are, he claims, 
"closely related to actuality-either throwing a light on the nature of 
current events or affecting directly the fortunes of the people of whom I 
speak." 1 The reader is fairly warned; Conrad demands not only compre
hension of a specific chain of events but understanding of the contempor
ary political process. 

Recent criticism of Nostromo has suffered from a failure in just these 
two areas. Albert Guerard, writing most perceptively on Conrad's charac
ters and themes, must admit that each effort to reconstruct a chronology 
of the action yields a different result.2 The ideology and social values 
present in Nostro mo often seem to be as much functions of the reader as 
of the author. 3 

The crux of the problem lies in the close connections between the 
"either" and the "or" of Conrad's note; there exist simultaneously in 
Nostromo a portrayal of the Occidental Republic and an analysis of the 
general political process. Avrom Fleishman, in The English Historical 
Novel, has noted both a narrative time-scale , on which "past" and 
"future" relate to the embarkation of the lighter, and an historical 
time-scale, on which all actions are past;4 Martin Dillon has posited an 
hyperbolic structure in the novel, centered about the "zero-point" which 
is that embarkation.5 Ben Kimpel and T. C. Duncan Eaves have attempted 
the construction of a dual chronology capable of reflecting this co
existence of narration and history; but though they succeed in establishing 
a general outline of the action, their work fails through an inability to 
resolve a number of "inconsistencies."6 Resolution of these ambiguities 
may serve as introduction to the complete chronology (see Table 1). 

The inconsistencies which wreck Kimpel and Eaves' work are founded 
in the character of Decoud; what the "idle boulevardier" estimates, events 
do not bear out. He estimates that Barrios will reach Cayta in "a couple of 
days' time" (p. 176); yet Barrios' return trip takes a full five days.7 This 
travel time, which agrees with the usual speed of ships in the l 880's, also 
explains Gould's reference to having seen Hirsch two days before Barrios' 
.departure but a week before his arrival (p. 306). Decoud also thinks 
Pedrito will arrive in "thirty hours," when in fact he will reach the city in 
twelve. Here again physical probability clears up the ambiguity; to men 
"in a great hurry" and stealing fresh horses at will, a ride of 175 miles in 
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fifteen hours is quite possible. Decoud, who has lived nearly all his life in 
Europe and has seldom functioned outside a city, simply does not know 
how long journeys take. 

Kimpel and Eaves also fail to resolve the knottiest point of Nostromo, 
the exact duration of the Sulacan street-fighting. The "tres de mayo" 
coffee which has led many critics astray honors not the first defense of the 
Amarilla Club (which Decoud describes in his letter) but the final day of 
fighting, when loyalist resistance crumbled and casualties were the 
highest. Conrad himself refers to "the famous 'three days' of Sulaco" (p. 
249). Therefore, what is "the day before yesterday" to Nostromo and 
"yesterday" to Decoud is still the same May 2; speaking last at night, 
Nostromo has naturally conceived of the day just passed as 'yesterday,' 
while the dateline-oriented Decoud still considers it "today." 

It is obvious that Kimpel and Eaves have been led astray by merely 
verbal ambiguities, functions of Decoud's character; the phrases in 
question affect not the course of events but Decoud's awareness of 
them. The action itself proceeds on a straightforward, easily charted 
course. Once one learns that Nostromo left for Cayta on May 5 (p. 384), 
extrapolation of the date and, in many cases, time of each event is 
possible. Once charted, the Monterist and Sulacan revolutions, what 
Conrad called "the fortunes of the people," can be viewed at a glance. 

Actions more than a month distant from these central events are, ·in 
accordance with Dillon's hypothesis, much dimmer; even the battle of 
Socorro and the assassination of Montero can be located only approxi
mately. But these, and all the occurrences mentioned in Nostromo from 
Carabobo to Great Isabel, are of equally great importance; they make a 
specific story an epitome of the general historical process. They link the 
action to the great political movements of the nineteenth century, 
"current events" in the broadest sense. 

There are several ways in which Conrad makes his novel mirror 
historical reality. Fleishman has drawn certain parallels between 
Costaguana and Colombia;8 other parallels may be drawn to the schism 
between Colorados and Blancas in Uruguay, the long siege of Montevideo 
by Argentina, and the several wars fought over the Atacama nitrate fields 
among Peru, Chile, and Bolivia. Through the history of the Gould family, 
one is reminded of Simon Bolivar's wars for independence; through the 
history of Viola, one is intimately linked to Garibaldi's struggles to unite 
Italy. Decou d's purchase of guns is made possible by the conflicts among 
the European Great Powers. Finally, the successful secession of Sulaco 
ironically mirrors the American Civil War. 

Nostromo is not, however, just a vehicle for commentary upon war; the 
basis of the Costguanan conflict is clearly economic power. Sulaco is "the 
treasure house of the world" (p. 390), the goal of every ambitious politic-
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ian; the last part of the novel revolves about Nostromo's illegal possession 
of silver bullion. Of more general importance, Sulaco's success is a 
triumph not of an idea but of Gould's "material interests," a victory which 
leads directly to the rise of that restless proletariat threatening renewed 
conflict at the conclusion. Economic imperialism, and the pressure for 
socialism which arises from capitalism's success, are major facets of "the 
nature of current events." 

And there is a third connection between Nostromo and the world of 
reality: nearly every character owes his being or his aspirations to Europe 
or America. The men who dominate the action are, not Costaguanans, but 
Englishmen, Italians, Americans; the few natives want to become like the 
Due de Morny, or like Juarez. Historical reality is as pervasive a force in 
Nostromo as the silver. 

When one has seen the intimacy of Conrad's world and the historical 
realm of his readers, one can recognize the proud image of Conrad as the 
novelist-mason given in A Personal Record: "There was not a single brick, 
stone, or grain of sand of its soil I had not placed in position with my bare 
hands."9 Kimpel and Eaves, failing to reach a consistent conclusion about 
the larger history of Costaguana, seem to neglect this statement when they 
assert that "Conrad simply did not bother to be accurate."1 0 Quite to the 
contrary, Nostromo is probably Conrad's most accurate, most detailed 
work, and especially so in the larger and, thematically, more important 
general history. That history, given in tabular form in Table 2, reveals the 
full extent of Conrad's concern with "the nature of current events." 

The first means of inserting the action into the time-scale of history is 
the tale of Giorgio Viola, "the Garibaldino." Viola is a veteran of the war 
between Uruguay and Argentina in the l 840's; he was a loyal follower of 
Garibaldi for some fourteen years after. His support of Uruguay, led at 
the time by a man named Ribera, is seen as a fight for liberty against the 
"encroaching tyranny" of Argentina's dictator, Rosas, and the two 
brothers who led his invasion forces. Viola's support of Garibaldi extends 
the struggle to include the latter's war for Italian independence; Garibaldi's 
name was a rallying-cry for liberals during more than twenty years, ending 
only after his final defeat at the hands of the French at Mentana in 
1867. Viola thus epitomizes the forces of nationalism and democracy so 
very powerful throughout the nineteenth century. And in addition to his 
thematic role, Viola also serves a technical one in Nostromo. His esteem 
for Englishmen, "forty years old at the very least," stems from Viola's 
actions in the Italian Legion of the Republic from 1844 to 184 7; the 
central actions of Nostromo can thus be set in the mid-1880's. 

We can fix that action more closely by turning from Viola to Charles 
Gould; the close parallel between the history of the Gould family and that 
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of Colombia allows a tentative placement of the revolution in 1886. Don 
Enrique Gould, uncle to Charles, is lauded as a champion of federalism 
executed by the dictator Guzman Bento during the latter's rise to 
power. Extrapolation through Gould's life 11 from 1886 would set the 
time of Bento's accession to power in approximately 1852. An examina
tion of Colombia's history in the light of these dates reveals a tellingly 
ironic authorial comment. 

Colombia experienced a civil war in the early l 850's, when the 
provinces rebelled against the strong central government; by 1853 , the 
forces of federalism had triumphed. Many years of relative stability 
followed, only to end in a civil war of the bloodiest kind. Finally, in 
1886, Rafael Nunez succeeded in reuniting his country under a new 
central government; so successful was he that Colombia was able to with
stand the secession of Panama in 1903 (while Conrad was writing 
Nostromo ), even though the United States favored the Panamanian 
cause. Costaguana equally experiences the cycle of civil v.ar, deceptive 
stability, renewed turmoil, and secession- but with a difference . In 
Conrad's world, federalism is defeated at first, succeeding only when 
Colombian federalism failed; as the novel closes, quite a few years later, 
the seceded province is about to annex its former ruler, creating a new 
centralized state. The history of Colombia is paralleled in Costaguana, but 
inverted for the purpose of expressing Conrad's cynical view of the politi
cal process. 

Charles Gould's concern with every development which might affect his 
"material interests" provides a check on the tentative placement of the 
date. He is the bringer of modem technology to Sulaco: a silver mine, a 
railroad, electric lighting. And in his discussion with Holroyd, according 
to the chronology seven years before the revolution, he and the American 
tycoon touch on two pressing matters of 1879: the war-torn, and hence 
unproductive, Atacama nitrate fields, and the North Pole expeditions of 
Schwatka, Nordenskjold, and Delong (pp. 74-75). 

Gould's other distinction is his European background; he is educated in 
England, studies mining in Germany, and meets his wife in Italy. In this 
he is akin to Emilia, Monygham, Pedrito, and Martin Decoud; the last, 
most important of the "Europeans," has spent his entire life in Europe, 1 2 

learning skepticism in the cafes and "intellectual audacity" in the press
rooms of Paris. Yet even Decoud is enmeshed in Sulaco's struggle for 
economic and political power; he is entirely successful in his new trade of 
arms dealer. And it is his purchase of rifles for Sulaco which leads to one 
of the most powerful hidden ironies of Nostromo. 

The "arms race" is far from being a modem phenomenon; Europe 
witnessed an arms competition no less intense during the second half of 
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the nineteenth century. In Napoleon's time, the bayonet and the lance 
were still the major weapons; but from 1845 until 1905, at regular 
twenty-year intervals, each nation introduced a newer and deadlier 
rifle. First came the muzzle-loading musket, used by Viola in his combat 
days and by Barrios in the Mexican War of 1866. In 1865 came the 
breech-loading rifle, far more accurate and faster-loading ; and in 1885 this 
was in turn replaced by the repeating rifle. The guns bought by Decoud 
are "an improved model of a military rifle. It had just been discarded for 
something still more deadly by one of the European powers" (p. 
128). Decoud's purchase must have been a breech-loading rifle; only one 
could have been purchased in quantity without leaving Paris: the French 
"Chassepot." 

It is far from improbable that Conrad, who was himself a gunrunner in 
the Carlist cause, would have known the history of that gun, and given 
such an indirect reference for the purpose of irony . For the first battle
field appearance of the "Chassepot" was the battle of Mentana, where 
French firepower wiped out Garibaldi's army. The rifles Barrios uses to 
destroy the forces of "Negro Liberalism" are thus the same ones used to 
defeat the forces of Italian Liberalism almost twenty years before. Gould 
and his "material interests" are strongly identified with Napoleon III and 
the Second Empire; Charles Gould no less than Pedrito Montero aspires to 
the standard set by the Due de Morny. And the irony is further under
scored during Barrios' departure for Cayta, when Viola is moved to 
contrast his days of starvation and knife-fighting to the present of 
starched, well-armed troops: "It had been otherwise in his time when men 
fought against tyranny .. . with often only a knife tied to a stick for a 
weapon. 'And yet we used to prevail against the oppressor,' he concluded 
proudly" (p. 141 ). 

One begins to realize, as one is drawn ever deeper into the fictional 
image that is Costaguana, just how little progress is made when one 
imposes order on chaos, capitalism on feudalism. At the conclusion of 
Nostromo, some ten or more years after the revolutionary victory of tech
nological interests, the electric lights of modernity illuminate only the 
domain of the rich: the mine, the docks, the Calle de la Constitucion. In 
the struggle against the greatest oppressor, man, no one can prevail. 

It is clear that, through a relativistic time-scale , Conrad succeeded in 
fusing fictional and historical time. Understanding of his technique allows 
an examination of other facets of Conrad's narrative methods. We have 
seen the genius with which Conrad blended present and past , immediate 
and universal; and inspecting his description and characterization, we find 
a similar effort. 

In the first part of Nostromo, Conrad structures his book about a 
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subsidiary "zero-point," the ground-breaking ceremony presided over by 
President Ribiera. Conrad opens in a timeless present; the legend of the 
gringos embodies past in present much as Sulaco has been seen to embody & 
the world. Conrad then moves backward in time to the colonial begin- WJ 
nings of Costaguana, establishing the historical frame of the novel; a swift 
movement to the "future" of Ribiera's flight, eighteen months after the 
ground-breaking, supplies the completed frame for the central 
action. When Sir John reassures Emilia Gould of the railroad's intentions, 
he simultaneously asserts for the reader the essential continuity of what 
otherwise appear to be disparate times: "We can't give you your ecclesias-
tical court back again; but you shall ... be brought in touch with 
something greater than two vice-royalties" (p. 43). The section ends with 
a final circle, from Gould's past to Ribiera's future. 

This circular presentation of history is exactly paralleled by a circular 
presentation of scene; time and space are somehow equivalent. For there 
is a geographical "zero-point" in "Part First," the San Tome mine. Conrad 
opens with a long, almost spaceless view of the Golfo Placido. He then 
begins a panorama which is to take him to the spatial equivalent of 
Spanish vice-royalties, the Cordillera; this movement is accomplished with 
one slight pause over the port area, corresponding to Conrad's temporal 
pause for Viola's history. This much of the frame established, Conrad 
focuses on the mine, which is held in view for the full length of its 
development. The completed mine yields naturally to Emilia Gould; her 
tour of Sulaco which follows is a spiral progression towards the geographi
cal center of the novel as a whole, the city, analogous to the gradual 
centering of the temporal oscillations about the ground-breaking cere
mony. 

It is through this technique of the framed circle that Conrad succeeds, 
in Nostromo 's first section, in establishing not only his setting but his 
theme; he brings to life not merely the land but the historical process 
which is to change that land. From the unknown present in time and 
space, Conrads pans to the limiting past; only then can the possibilities of 
the future be explored. One can easily extend the above technique to 
include Conrad's creation of character; such an extension supports a vision 
of a single creative process at work in Nostromo. As Dr. Monygham is, in 
many respects, a character-type present in Conrad's earlier work,1 3 his 
story best illuminates the new technique of Nostromo. 

Monygham is first introduced in an aside; he is a man known only by 
hearsay: "a bitter, eccentric character like Doctor Monygham-for 
instance .... There were strange rumors of the English doctor" (pp. 
49-50). This passing mention, dealing only with rumor and outward 
appearance, may be compared to the legend of the two gringos or the view 
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of the featureless gulf; to timeless event and featureless space we may add 
characterless personality. 

After that one reference, Monygham virtually disappears from the 
novel; when his entire past is laid before us in the opening chapter of "Part 
Third," it is equivalent to Sir John's sudden reference to colonial 
history. In this chapter, Monygham appears through a sardonic comment; 
when the chief engineer refers to Gould as a supremely self-assured man, 
the doctor replies, "If that's all he is sure of, then he is sure of nothing" 
(p. 254). Conrad, as omniscient narrator, then baldly states Monygham's 
history. It is this objective story which parallels the Cordillera, for the 
reader still lacks Monygham's view of himself, the "zero-point" without 
which all structuring is incomplete. Just as the port and the peaks are 
significant only because of the mine embedded between them, so 
Monygham is not yet a significant figure in the process thus far. It is only 
when Sotillo lands that Monygham begins to take an active part; only then 
have we reached the "zero-point." 

By gulling Sotillo, Monygham enables Mitchell to regain his freedom; 
through this action he atones for his betrayal of innocents twenty years 
earlier. The reader finally can begin to penetrate the inner, private self of 
Dr. Monygham, now that the "ghost" which has enslaved him is exor
cised. Freed from the burden of his past, Dr. Monygham is at last able to 
exert an independent force for the future ; indeed, he is one of the few 
characters who can struggle against both extremes of feudal tyranny and 
capitalistic tyranny. 

The transformation from "slave" to free man is accomplished in two 
stages. Monygham persuades Nostromo to risk his life by riding to save 
Sulaco; but this action is equivocal, for it simultaneously lays the foun
dation for Nostromo's theft. As Emilia Gould's tour of Sulaco led the 
reader circuitously into the city, so does this conversation lead gradually 
into Monygham's reintegration with the society of the novel. In his final 
appearance, an interview with Emilia Gould just before Nostromo is shot, 
Monygham becomes Conrad's spokesman, articulating the theme the 
author has been working toward as a solution not merely for Sulaco's 
problem but for all mankind's: "There is no peace and no rest in the 
development of material interests ... their justice ... is without rectitude, 
without the continuity and force that can be found only in a moral 
principle" (p. 406). Monygham has dropped the burden of the past and 
has voluntarily shouldered the timeless moral burden; only now can Emilia 
Gould deliver the personal application of that moral, in terms which 
Conrad could have used for his own process of composition: "For life to 
be large and full, it must contain the care of the past and of the future in 
every passing moment of the present" (p. 414). 
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Emilia Gould's conclusion perfectly explains Conrad's narrative tech
nique. Colonial history and the eternal gringos, the Cordillera and the 
Golfo Placido, the public record and the stereotype: past and future are 
both engaged in the transformation of the present from abstract point to 
living reality. The last present moment, that of the conclusion, joins a 
thematic transformation to the temporal, spatial, and personal. Nostromo 
acts out the legend of the gringos; but he acts from the standpoint of a 
society itself acting out a new colonialism, ending with a cry which fills all 
space. Form and theme have fused in Nostromo, reconciling past and 
future, the personal and social, in a unified, present, total reality . 

Towson State College 

NOTES 

1. "Author's Note" to Nostromo (New York: New American Library, 1960) , 
pp. xiv-xv. All page references are to this edition. 

2. Conrad the Novelist (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1958), p. 211. 
3. See the wide variations among the conclusions of Avrom Flesihman, in 

Conrad's Politics (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1967); Irving Howe, in Politics 
and the Novel (New York : Horizon Press, 1957); and F. R. Leavis, in The Great 
Tradition (London: Chatto and Windus, 1948). 

4. (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1971), p. 229 . 
5 . "The Meaning of Time in the Development of Conrad's Fiction," (Diss. 

SUNY at Buffalo, 1967), pp. 218-26. 
6. "The Geography and History in Nostromo," Modern Philology, 56 (1958) , 

49-54. 
7. Nostromo leaves Sulaco on May 5 and rides "four hundred miles in six days" 

(p. 384), reaching Cayta on May 11; Barrios would have needed a day to reembark , 
leaving five days until his arrival on May 17. 

8. Conrad's Politics, pp. 169-70. 
9. A Personal Record (New York : Doubleday, 1938), p. 100. 

10. Kimpel and Eaves, p. 53. '\ 
11. Gould is thirty at the time of the rebellion. His father had received the . ) 

concession sixteen years before (p. 59), when Bento had been dead some six years (p. 
56). Bento thus died twenty-two years previous to the action. We must accept Don 
Jose's record of a twelve-year reign rather than Gould's mention of fifteen years, for 
the former is the author of Costaguana's history (p. 122). Dr. Monygham's back-
ground fits this data so long as "more than twenty years" can mean twenty-four or 
-five. 

12. The gravest anomaly in the chronology of Nostromo seems to have grown out 
of Conrad's effort to establish a prior connection between Decoud and Antonia, 
though they had never been together after childhood. At one point in the narrative, 
therefore (pp. 132-3), the time-span of history is compressed from twenty-five years 
to eight; the passage in question is otherwise irrelevant to the action. 

13. Monygham seems to combine Almayer's obsessive dedication to his daughter, 
and Jim's dilemma between hiding from and atoning for the past. 



Date/Time 

April21: 
April 28: 

A.M. 
P.M. 

April 29: 
May 1: 
May 2: 
4A.M. 
8A.M. 

4P.M. 
8 P.M. 

9P.M. 

May 3: 
6A.M. 
7 A.M. 
NOON 
8 P.M. 
9P.M. 

10:50 P.M. 
11:50 P.M. 

May 4: 
to dawn 
4A.M. 

8A.M. 
to 3 P.M. 
6 P.M. 
7 P.M. 
7:30 P.M. 

May 5: 
May 14: 
May 17: 

A.M. 

P.M. 
May 18: 
June 1: 

mid-June: 
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Table l.-Chronology of the Central Action in Nostromo. 

Events 

Battle at Socorro; Ribiera defeated 

Barrios leaves for Cayta 
Meeting at Gould's; Hernandez offers aid 
Silver arrives in Sulaco (5 A.M.) 
Rioting erupts; Hernandez' aid accepted 

Nostromo meets Decoud at Porvenir office 
Nostromo saves Ribiera; Decoud joins defenders of the 
Aristocratic Club 
Gamacho, Fuentes join the mob 
Monterist committee formed; 
Barrios reaches Cayta 
Decoud unveils plan for secession; Pedrito seizes the rail
head 

Pedrito leaves the railhead 
Sotillo seizes a ship in Esmeralda 
Sotillo leaves Esmeralda 
Decoud writes to his sister 
Lighter sails; Pedrito camps in Rincon; 
loyalists flee to Los Hatos woods 
Sotillo's ship strikes the lighter 
Sotillo lands in Sulaco 

Sotillo questions Mitchell, Monygham 
Nostromo, having buried the silver, swims ashore; Decoud 
remains 
Pedrito arrives in Sulaco 
Pedrito and Gamacho orate on the Plaza 
Nostromo awakens 
Sotillo kills Hirsch, then decamps 
Nostromo, Monygham meet at customhouse 
Nostromo begins his ride to Cayta 
Decoud shoots himself (dawn) 

Nostromo jumps from Barrios's ship, rows to Great Isabel ; 
Pepe leads the miners into Sulaco, saving Gould 
Barrios attacks, wiping out Monterists 
Nostromo decides to keep the silver 
Don Juste publishes new constitution; Barrios chases 
Pedrito; Gould prepares to leave for the U.S. 
Montero is assassinated in Santa Marta; U.S. sends cruiser 
Powhatan to newly-recognized Occidental Republic 

Page 

176 

192 
164 
173 
284 

185 

186 
187 
186 
192 

198 

200 
200 
200 
189 
308 
287 
237 
263 

280 

242 
307 
312 
330 
360 
337 
377 
397- 9 

385 
380 
380 
400 

386 

388 



II 

46 I Conradiana 

Date 

1821: 
1828: 
1836: 
1843: 
1850: 

1852: 
1856: 
1858: 
1860: 
1862: 

1864: 
1866: 
1867: 
1870: 
1872: 
1874: 
1878: 
1879: 
1884: 
May 
Nov. 

1885: 

Table 2.-Chronology of Significant Dates in Nostromo. 

Events 

First Gould fights under Bolivar 
Holroyd born 
Monygham born 
Viola joins Garibaldi in Montevideo's defense 
Guzman Bento begins rise to power; civil war breaks out 
in Colombia 
Bento achieves "perpetual presidency" 
Charles Gould born; Mitchell goes to sea 
Martin Decoud born 
South Carolina secedes from the U.S. 
Antonia Avellanos born; Nostromo born; Don 
Jose Avellanos, Monygham arrested 
Avellanos pardoned; Bento dies; Monygham freed 
Barrios fights under Juarez 
Garibaldi defeated at Mentana 
Second Gould obtains the San Tome mine 
Linda Viola born 
Giselle Viola born 
Gould marries Emilia, returns to Sulaco 
Gould uses Holroyd's money to reopen the mine 

Ribiera is elected dictator 
Ribiera breaks ground for railroad 

May Montero rebels; he and Pedrito retreat to Entre Montes 
to regroup 
Decoud arrives with new guns for Barrios 

1886: 
April Monterists besiege Cayta, Pedrito threatens Santa Marta; 

51 
257 
344 
38-39 

51 
122 

Page 

257, 102 
133 

132,208, 
301 
121, 301 
137 

56,59, 257 
29 
29 
61-63 
67 

106 
41 

125 
133 

Hernandez offers his aid 126, 145 
April- June See Table 1 

Rafael Nnez promulgates new Colombian Constitutions, 
c. 1890: Mitchell leads a visitor around Sulaco. (Dates based on 

spread of electricity and age of Giselle Viola.) 
c. 1891 : A lighthouse is built on Great Isabel 
c. 1894: Goulds return from tour; two days later, Nostromo is 

killed 

• 


