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A54   THE SECRET AGENT, DRAMA. . .      1921 

 

A. First edition. 

 

[wrapper title] THE SECRET AGENT. | Drama in Four Acts | BY | JOSEPH 

CONRAD. | PRINTED FOR THE AUTHOR BY H. J. GOULDEN, 

LTD., | CANTERBURY. | 1921. Collation: [1-10]
4
 [11]

2
; pp. i [1] ii [1] iii [1] 1-22 [2] 23-36 [2] 

37-45 [3] 46-69 [2]; 265 x 209 mm.; printed on laid paper. 

 

Contents: p. i, act and scene designations, headed “THE SECRET AGENT. | [short rule] | Drama 

in Four Acts. | [short rule]’; p. i
v
, blank; p. ii, ‘PERSONS IN THE PLAY.’; p. ii

v
, blank; p. iii, 

scene and character designations, headed ‘ACT ONE. | [short rule] | THE PRIVATE 

LIFE. | [short rule]’; p. iii
v
, blank pp. 1-69, text; last two pages, blank. 

 

Binding: White laid paper wrappers. Front wrapper printed in black with the title. Top edge 

trimmed, other edges untrimmed. No end-papers. Issued in a grey paper covered box with a white 

label on the front printed in black ‘[within a double rule frame] THE | SECRET | AGENT | [short 

rule] | CONRAD’. 

 

Copies examined: 

 

Notes  

   The dramatized version of The Secret Agent was written between October 1919 and the spring of 

1920. Pinker offered the play to Norman McKinnel, an actor recently turned actor-manager, who 

accepted it in December 1920. Conrad, in a letter to Christopher Sandman, 17 January 1921, 

commented, “I foresee for it a ‘frost’ modified – or tempered – by a certain amount of curiosity on 

the part of a small section of the public; with the conclusion on the part of the critics that ‘Conrad 

can’t write a play.’ It is a pretty horrible thing too – but McKinnel is an artist and may prolong the 

agony for six weeks or so.” However, there were delays and by October 23rd Conrad wrote, in a 

letter to Bruno Winaver, “. . . apparently he [McKinnel] was afraid of beginning his career with it. 

He made three failures with other plays, and I imagine that his funds are now exhausted and that he 

will never produce it now. His option terminates at the end of this year.” It was then proposed to 

stage the play at the Aldwych during the summer of 1922 but Conrad objected. “In July an August 

the principal critics will be replaced probably by their understudies in the press. The Conrad public 

will be away from town too; and not only the Conrad public but the most intelligent part of the 

play-goers, who, at any rate, have heard of me as a novelist of long standing and some reputation 

and, being theatre-goers, would be interested enough to see what I had done in that medium. . . . 

But there is also this: a succès de curiosité, well marked and discussed, would not make an attempt 

in the U.S. impossible; whereas a failure in the dead season would close that field to us 

completely.” So the production was put off until the fall. Rehearsals were in October and the play 

opened at the Ambassador Theatre the night of November 3rd, was damned by the critics and 

public and closed November 11th after eleven performances. Conrad’s agreement with the 

Ambassador Theatre, as recorded in Miss Hallowes’ notebook, calls for “not less than 50 perf: 

within 12 months after first perf: If fail to do so shall pay the author sum equal to royalties of perf: 

not given.”  

   Printing of the play occurred about a year before it was perfomed. In his letter to Bruno Winaver, 

23 October 1921, Conrad wrote that he was having thirty copies of the play printed for distribution 

among friends, but before printing, in November 1921, the number of copies was increased to 52. 
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George Keating received his copy from Conrad the day before Christmas, 1921. No copies were 

sent to the copyright depository libraries. 

 

B. Second edition. 

 

The SECRET | AGENT | A DRAMA IN THREE ACTS | By | JOSEPH 

CONRAD | LONDON | PRIVATELY PRINTED FOR SUBSCRIBERS ONLY BY | T. WERNER LAURIE 

LTD. | 1923 

 

Collation: π
4+3

(π2 + a
*2

; π3 + 1) A-L
8
 M

6
; pp. [4] [i-x] [1] 2-185 [186] [2]; 218 x 138 mm.; printed 

on laid paper. 

 

Contents: first four pages, blank; p. i, signature ‘a
*
’; p. ii, publisher’s advertisement listing eleven 

titles; p. iii, half-title ‘THE SECRET AGENT’; p. iv, blank; tipped in, frontispiece with tissue 

guard printed in blue-green ‘JOSEPH CONRAD | FROM A PORTRAIT BY | MALCOLM 

ARBUTHNOT’; p. v, title; p. vi, ‘Printed in Great Britain by | The Riverside Press 

Limited | Edinburgh’ p. vii, certificate of issue ‘THE SECRET AGENT | [short rule] | This edition 

consists of one thousand | copies numbered and signed. | This is No. [dotted line with number 

stamped above it] | [signed by Conrad in blue-black ink]; p. viii, blank; p. ix, ‘PERSONS in the 

PLAY’; p. x, blank; pp. 1-185, text; p. 186 and the last two pages, blank. 

 

Illustrations: Frontispiece portrait of Conrad 

 

Binding: Cream imitation parchment paper spine with blue-grey laid paper covered boards. White 

paper label (56 x 33 mm.) on spine printed in brown ‘The Secret | Agent. | A Drama | in Three 

Acts. | [leaf] | JOSEPH | CONRAD | Privately | Printed.’ All edges untrimmed. Blue-grey laid 

end-papers. Dust wrapper of blue-grey laid paper with a white paper label on the spine the same as 

that on the book. Extra paper label tipped in between p. 186 and the last leaf. 

 

Copies examined: 

 

Notes  

   After publishing six works by George Moore between August 1916 and February 1921 in the 

“privately printed for subscribers only” format, T. Werner Laurie introduced other authors into the 

series. A translation of Balzac, a study of George Moore, Thomas Evelyn Ellis’ The Cauldron of 

Annwyn and Yeats’ The Trembling of the Veil appeared in 1921 and 1922, and in 1923 Conrad’s 

play The Secret Agent was added. The agreement which Eric Pinker drafted with Laurie called for 

a deluxe edition to be published not later than 30 December 1923 at a price to be more than three 

guineas net. (In fact, the book was published at three guineas exactly.) Conrad was to receive £600 

(£200 on signing the agreement, £200 on passing the last proof for press, and £200 on the day of 

publication) and five free copies of the book. On his part, Conrad agreed not to publish the play in 

book form for three years.  

   For the T. Werner Laurie edition it was decided to combine the short third act with the second as 

act two scene three so that, while the play is here called a drama in three acts, it is not abridged 

from the earlier edition in four acts. Conrad made a number of deletions in the dialogue as well as 

smaller word and punctuation changes. The stage directions also were somewhat reduced in the 

interest of readability.  

   This edition was published in May 1923 at 63 s. The Bodleian depository copy was received in 

September 1923 and the National Library of Scotland copy arrived 15 September 1923. There 

were no further printings of this edition. 


