Heart of Darkness 

Joseph Conrad

Heart of Darkness, by Joseph Conrad, is one of the most well known works among scholars of classical literature and post-colonial literature. Not only is it thought provoking and exciting, but also considered to be one of the most highly stylistic in its class, blending its use of narrative, symbolism, deep and challenging characters, and of course a touch of psychological evaluation that Conrad is well known for. To get a full grasp of the novella, one must first understand the history behind the Congo and its colonization by the Belgians.

As a result of ruthless colonial exploitation, involuntary servitude, and direct violence, the native people live in an impoverished state. As many as six million Africans died during the brutal rubber trade, overseen by the Belgians. Many are forced to be "carriers," for people on jungle expeditions that need to move cargo from one place to another. These packages they carry on their backs, on rough footpaths through the jungle, weigh between 40 and 70 pounds. There are few, if any, breaks to stop and rest. It is a hard life, but this history sets up the action behind the drama in this book, as far as helping to smuggle ivory out, or carry supplies into the jungle nation. The recurring theme of darkness (a symbol for the reality of the society) and fear perpetuate the action, and ultimately envelops the characters that struggle with this dilemma such as Kurtz. The message is the same however: colonization destroys at the native peoples’ expense, close-minded European views perpetuate racism in these nations, and evil is a driving and yet sometimes unnoticed force.

Joseph Conrad was born in Berdichev, Poland in 1874. He first became familiarized with the English language at the age of eight, because his father translated works of Shakespeare and Conrad became interested in them. He was a very smart child, and did quite well in school. He further studied in Cracow and Switzerland, but his love for the sea beckoned him to explore, sail, and learn a new style of life. In 1874 he took a job on a ship, and thus begun his lifelong fascination for the sea and sea travel.

After traveling around the world a bit, he got involved in gunrunning in the West Indies. He liked to gamble, and because of this addiction he racked up huge debts which led him to attempt suicide. His brush with death opened his eyes, and he then realized that changes needed to be made in his life. In 1878 he found himself in England, where he spent the next 16 years of his life in the British navy. This had a profound impact on his writing, and it really developed and deepened his passion for the sea. However, his sense of adventure had not yet faded away, and he found himself in 1889 as a captain of a steamboat on the Congo River. He always wanted to go to Africa, and was drawn to her like his passion for the sea. His experiences there are what inspired Heart of Darkness (1902), and many people do not realize that he knew the Congo well and actually spent some time of his life involved in the conflicts of the land.  The desolation of the land described in the book is an actual account of locations seen by Conrad. Over the years he spent there, he traveled the land and was shocked by the poverty of the Congo due to lack of funding. 

Conrad uses the character of Marlow to utilize his own thoughts and perceptions of the people in the Congo. He continually sees them being beaten when they fall carrying packages, Europeans antagonizing them from boats as they travel past river villages, Kurtz commanding them around like a battalion of troops. He is angered by this and tries to change it, but by the time he gets to Kurtz it is too late because he has been pulled in by the darkness and is sick and pale. Marlow personifies a voice of reason, goodwill, and light. Kurtz personifies evil, darkness, and destruction. It even gets to the point where Kurtz is having the natives worshiping him as a God. 

As you read notice contrary pairings of characters in the text and consider a correlation between Blake’s contrary pairings in his innocence and experience collection of poems.  

Questions for Discussion

Part I

In Heart of Darkness, we encounter a frame narrative. Who are the two narrators of the novel? What does the narrative frame contribute to the ensuing story of Marlow’s journey up the Congo River?  Describe the situation and characters on board the Nellie. How does Marlow differ from the other men, his audience, on board the Nellie?  How is this distinction significant with respect to the adventure that is recounted?  
The unnamed first-person narrator prepares the way for Marlow’s initial meditation Marlow begins his story suddenly: In describing the Roman conquest of England, Marlow suggests parallels to the main story of Heart of Darkness: What seems to be foreshadowed? How does Marlow define “conquerors” and what kind of “idea” might redeem such conquest?

The unnamed Nellie narrator describes Marlow at various moments in the novel. What is Marlow like? How do the others regard him? How does the unnamed narrator characterize Marlow’s tales? Marlow suggests that his audience must understand the effect on him to construct the meaning of this story--what the unnamed narrator calls another of “Marlow’s inconclusive experiences.” What is the nature of such story telling?

Consider Marlow’s account of what drew him out to Africa. What is suggested by his likening the Congo River to a snake and himself to a foolish charmed bird? Note the case of Fresleven, the river captain whom Marlow is to replace; Marlow’s comparison of the city of his employers to “a whited sepulcher;” the ominous atmosphere of the Company’s office with the two women knitting black wool and “guarding the door of Darkness;” the doctor who measures Marlow’s head because he has a scientific interest in measuring “the mental changes of individuals” who venture out to Africa in the Company’s employ. What type of experience, what type of journey, do these signs seem to predict?  What mythological and historical allusions are included here and what is its significance?  What is the implicit warning from the doctor?
Characterize Marlow’s attitude toward women like his aunt. Despite his protest that the Company is run for profit, note that Marlow has been represented--like Kurtz before him--as “an exceptional and gifted creature,” “Something like an emissary of light” or “lower sort of apostle,” and his “excellent” aunt runs on about ‘‘‘weaning those ignorant millions from their horrid ways.’“ Afterwards he feels he is an imposter.  Why?

Why is the reference to the center of the earth appropriate in the novel (19)?

Describe Marlow’s first impressions of the European presence in Africa, captured in his observations regarding the French steamer firing into the coast and regarding the Company’s lower station. Contrast the Europeans’ naming of the Africans as “enemies” to Marlow’s view of the Africans.

Consider Marlow’s description of the “devils” he has seen. What are the different types of “devils” he describes and how are those at the Outer Station different?  What is the purpose of including these descriptions? Why is he so appalled by the “flabby, pretending, weak-eyed devil of a rapacious and pitiless folly” that he sees in most Europeans in Africa? What does he mean? 

What does Marlow encounter at the grove of death?  What’s the implication of the hole being as it is?

Consider the Europeans that Marlow meets at the Company’s stations: The Company’s chief accountant (Why does Marlow respect him?); The manager (Why is such a man in command?); The “faithless pilgrims” (Why does Marlow call them that?); The “manager’s spy” (What kind of “devil” is this “papier-mâché Mephistopheles”?);

The “sordid buccaneers” of the Eldorado Exploring Expedition? How does Marlow assess these men and their motives for coming to and remaining in Africa?

How does Marlow describe the setting: the Congo jungle--the “wilderness”? [Consider how Conrad’s representation of the physical nature differs from that of the Romantics.]

What is the first description we hear of Kurtz?  For what is he praised?  How does the praise bring up the novella’s frequent juxtapositions between light and dark or whiteness and darkness?  By the end of Part I, Marlow develops a strong curiosity about Kurtz: why?

Analyze Marlow’s statements about his “work:” why is he so intent upon wanting “rivets?” Given his surroundings, the example of the other Europeans around him, his admission that he doesn’t really like work--why do you think Marlow now turns so avidly to the “battered, twisted, ruined, tin-pot steamboat?”
Part II
Marlow, unobserved, overhears a conversation about Kurtz between the manager and his nephew.  How is their resentment of Kurtz revealed?  What effect does this have on Marlow?  
What imagery and vocabulary are chosen by Conrad to introduce Kurtz? 
Marlow states, “...I seemed to see Kurtz for the first time,” turning his [Kurtz’s] back on headquarters and home, “setting his face towards the depths of the wilderness....” Marlow wonders at Kurtz’s motive in turning back to the Inner Station instead of returning home as he had intended. Later Marlow begins to supply an answer: “Everything belonged to him--but that was a trifle. The thing was to know what he belonged to, how many powers of darkness claimed him for their own.” What do you think had called Kurtz back to his Inner Station in the “heart of darkness”?

How does Marlow describe the Congo River?  How does he describe his interaction with the river?  What illusion or insight does it provide?

As Marlow progresses on his journey upriver, he grows increasingly “excited at the prospect of meeting Kurtz;” and when he thinks Kurtz might die before Marlow gets to him, Marlow confesses “extreme disappointment:” he had looked forward to “a talk with Kurtz”--why? What do you think is the source of Marlow’s fascination with Kurtz? Why does Marlow feel that to miss Kurtz would be to miss “my destiny in life?”
Marlow observes: “We could have fancied ourselves the first of men taking possession of an accursed inheritance, to be subdued at the cost of profound anguish and of excessive toil.” What is this “accursed inheritance” that Marlow envisions? Kurtz has traveled up this river before Marlow--what has happened to Kurtz?

Marlow realizes that his African crewmen must be very hungry, and meditates on the “devilry of lingering starvation, its exasperating torment,...its...ferocity.” Yet these big powerful Africans “didn’t go for us [the white men on board]” and Marlow is dazzled by the fact of their “Restraint!” What is the source of such “restraint” that earns Marlow’s grudging admiration? Compare to Marlow’s later judgment that his dead helmsman, “just like Kurtz,” “had no restraint.” What is their common deficiency?

Examine Marlow’s attitude toward the African fireman and the helmsman. Consider the scene of the helmsman’s death. Why does Marlow miss him? 

Marlowe speaks of Kurtz as a voice.  Soon thereafter how does Marlowe’s manner of relating his story change?  What is his fascination with Kurtz’ voice?
“The approach to this Kurtz grubbing for ivory in the wretched bush was beset by as many dangers as though he had been an enchanted princess sleeping in a fabulous castle.” Does this comparison seem ironic, accurate, or both? Is Marlow on a kind of quest? 

Identify and explain the effective diction in the description of Marlowe’s first sight of the compound.

Consider the characteristic ways that Marlow describes the African jungle setting in Part II. What part does the African wilderness play in this novel?

Part III
What is the function of the Russian in the novel? What motivates him? What is his relationship to Kurtz? What view of the Russian does he set forth?  Why does Marlow consider the Russian bewildering? What was Kurtz doing in the “heart of darkness”?

What do the heads on the stakes reveal? How do you interpret Marlow’s response to this savage sight: he says, “pure, uncomplicated savagery was a positive relief”--from what?  What is the “deficiency” that Marlow perceives in Kurtz--the lack of “restraint” that left Kurtz vulnerable to “the wilderness [which] had found him out early, and had taken on him a terrible vengeance for the fantastic invasion”?

When Kurtz finally appears in the story, does he confirm the advance accounts that we have had of him? Marlow describes Kurtz repeatedly as “a voice”—again.  What is the significance of this description? What other terms used to describe Kurtz seem particularly important?

The African woman appears. Note how she is described, the gesture she makes more than once, Marlow’s associations between her and the “wilderness itself.”  What is her significance? Compare/contrast her to Kurtz’s European “Intended.”  Does her presence affect their understanding of Kurtz?
The manager judges Kurtz’s “method...unsound.” What method and of doing what, does the manager have in mind? Why does Marlow react the manager with such disgust?  What prompts Marlow to turn, instead, “mentally to Kurtz for relief” and ultimately pronounce Kurtz “a remarkable man?” 
Marlow observes that he has a choice of nightmares. What “choice” does he mean? 
What is the source of Marlow’s feeling of kinship with Kurtz? What leads him to call himself “Mr. Kurtz’s friend,” to confess that he “did not betray Mr. Kurtz--it was ordered I should never betray him,” to take into his keeping Kurtz’s personal papers and his fiancée’s photograph, and to remain “loyal” to Kurtz to the end?

Marlow experiences an overpowering emotion induced by “moral shock...as if something altogether monstrous, intolerable to thought and odious to the soul, had been thrust upon me unexpectedly.”  Then Marlow follows Kurtz’s trail into the darkness. What “moral shock” has Marlow experienced?

What opposing forces do you believe struggle within Kurtz? What “diabolic love and...unearthly hate of the mysteries it had penetrated” contend for “possession of that soul satiated with primitive emotions, avid of lying fame, of sham distinction, of all the appearances of success and power”? Do you see any correspondences with the Ubermensch?

What is Kurtz’ final illness?  To what do Kurtz’s final words, “The horror! The horror!” refer? Why does Marlow call these words “an affirmation, a moral victory” and why does Marlow later lie to the Intended when she asks for Kurtz’s final words?

When Marlow returns to Europe and “the sepulchral city,” why does he find it so profoundly “irritating” and “offensive?”
Why does he visit the Intended? The final scene between Marlow and Kurtz’s fiancée is charged throughout with verbal and dramatic irony.  Identify some instances of such ironies in this final scene.

The novel concludes by returning to the narrative frame, set aboard the Nellie: the tide is now turning; the unnamed narrator observes that “the tranquil waterway [the Thames]” seems now “to lead into the heart of an immense darkness.” Marlow is described as sitting “apart...in the pose of a meditating Buddha.” Do you think Marlow has achieved some sort of enlightenment? Have you? 
Explain the imagery and diction of the last paragraph that summarizes the ideas of the story.

What, for you, seem to be the meaning(s) of Heart of Darkness?

Use and Effect of Biblical Allusions/Imagery

Use and Effect of Animal Imagery

Symbolism of Kurtz’ painting

Symbolism of Rivers
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