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      Context

      
      Joseph Conrad did not begin to
            learn English until he was twenty-one years old. He
         was born Jozef Teodor Konrad Korzeniowski on December 3, 1857,
         in the Polish Ukraine. When Conrad was quite young, his father was
         exiled to Siberia on suspicion of plotting against the Russian government.
         After the death of the boy’s mother, Conrad’s father sent him to
         his mother’s brother in Kraków to be educated, and Conrad never again
         saw his father. He traveled to Marseilles when he was seventeen
         and spent the next twenty years as a sailor. He signed on to an English
         ship in 1878, and eight years later he became
         a British subject. In 1889, he began his
         first novel, Almayer’s Folly, and began actively
         searching for a way to fulfill his boyhood dream of traveling to
         the Congo. He took command of a steamship in the Belgian Congo in 1890,
         and his experiences in the Congo came to provide the outline for Heart
            of Darkness. Conrad’s time in Africa wreaked havoc on his
         health, however, and he returned to England to recover. He returned
         to sea twice before finishing Almayer’s Folly in 1894 and
         wrote several other books, including one about Marlow called Youth:
            A Narrative before beginning Heart of Darkness in 1898.
         He wrote most of his other major works—including Lord Jim, which
         also features Marlow; Nostromo; and The
            Secret Agent, as well as several collaborations with Ford
         Madox Ford—during the following two decades. Conrad died in 1924.
      

      
      Conrad’s works, Heart of Darkness in
         particular, provide a bridge between Victorian values and the ideals
         of modernism. Like their Victorian predecessors, these novels rely
         on traditional ideas of heroism, which are nevertheless under constant
         attack in a changing world and in places far from England. Women
         occupy traditional roles as arbiters of domesticity and morality,
         yet they are almost never present in the narrative; instead, the
         concepts of “home” and “civilization” exist merely as hypocritical
         ideals, meaningless to men for whom survival is in constant doubt.
         While the threats that Conrad’s characters face are concrete ones—illness,
         violence, conspiracy—they nevertheless acquire a philosophical character.
         Like much of the best modernist literature produced in the early
         decades of the twentieth century, Heart of Darkness is
         as much about alienation, confusion, and profound doubt as it is
         about imperialism.
      

      
      Imperialism is nevertheless at the center of Heart
            of Darkness. By the 1890s, most
         of the world’s “dark places” had been placed at least nominally
         under European control, and the major European powers were stretched
         thin, trying to administer and protect massive, far-flung empires.
         Cracks were beginning to appear in the system: riots, wars, and
         the wholesale abandonment of commercial enterprises all threatened
         the white men living in the distant corners of empires. Things were
         clearly falling apart. Heart of Darkness suggests
         that this is the natural result when men are allowed to operate
         outside a social system of checks and balances: power, especially
         power over other human beings, inevitably corrupts. At the same
         time, this begs the question of whether it is possible to call an
         individual insane or wrong when he is part of a system that is so
         thoroughly corrupted and corrupting. Heart of Darkness, thus,
         at its most abstract level, is a narrative about the difficulty
         of understanding the world beyond the self, about the ability of
         one man to judge another.
      

      
      Although Heart of Darkness was one of
         the first literary texts to provide a critical view of European
         imperial activities, it was initially read by critics as anything
         but controversial. While the book was generally admired, it was
         typically read either as a condemnation of a certain type of adventurer
         who could easily take advantage of imperialism’s opportunities,
         or else as a sentimental novel reinforcing domestic values: Kurtz’s
         Intended, who appears at the novella’s conclusion, was roundly praised
         by turn-of-the-century reviewers for her maturity and sentimental
         appeal. Conrad’s decision to set the book in a Belgian colony and
         to have Marlow work for a Belgian trading concern made it even easier
         for British readers to avoid seeing themselves reflected in Heart
            of Darkness. Although these early reactions seem ludicrous
         to a modern reader, they reinforce the novella’s central themes
         of hypocrisy and absurdity.
      

   
      Plot Overview

      
      Heart of Darkness centers
         around Marlow, an introspective sailor, and his journey up the Congo
         River to meet Kurtz, reputed to be an idealistic man of great abilities.
         Marlow takes a job as a riverboat captain with the Company, a Belgian
         concern organized to trade in the Congo. As he travels to Africa
         and then up the Congo, Marlow encounters widespread inefficiency
         and brutality in the Company’s stations. The native inhabitants
         of the region have been forced into the Company’s service, and they
         suffer terribly from overwork and ill treatment at the hands of
         the Company’s agents. The cruelty and squalor of imperial enterprise
         contrasts sharply with the impassive and majestic jungle that surrounds
         the white man’s settlements, making them appear to be tiny islands
         amidst a vast darkness.
      

      
      Marlow arrives at the Central Station, run by the general
         manager, an unwholesome, conspiratorial character. He finds that
         his steamship has been sunk and spends several months waiting for parts
         to repair it. His interest in Kurtz grows during this period. The manager
         and his favorite, the brickmaker, seem to fear Kurtz as a threat
         to their position. Kurtz is rumored to be ill, making the delays in
         repairing the ship all the more costly. Marlow eventually gets the parts
         he needs to repair his ship, and he and the manager set out with a
         few agents (whom Marlow calls pilgrims because of their strange habit
         of carrying long, wooden staves wherever they go) and a crew of
         cannibals on a long, difficult voyage up the river. The dense jungle and
         the oppressive silence make everyone aboard a little jumpy, and the
         occasional glimpse of a native village or the sound of drums works
         the pilgrims into a frenzy.
      

      
      Marlow and his crew come across a hut with stacked firewood, together
         with a note saying that the wood is for them but that they should
         approach cautiously. Shortly after the steamer has taken on the
         firewood, it is surrounded by a dense fog. When the fog clears, the
         ship is attacked by an unseen band of natives, who fire arrows from
         the safety of the forest. The African helmsman is killed before Marlow
         frightens the natives away with the ship’s steam whistle. Not long
         after, Marlow and his companions arrive at Kurtz’s Inner Station,
         expecting to find him dead, but a half-crazed Russian trader, who
         meets them as they come ashore, assures them that everything is
         fine and informs them that he is the one who left the wood. The
         Russian claims that Kurtz has enlarged his mind and cannot be subjected
         to the same moral judgments as normal people. Apparently, Kurtz
         has established himself as a god with the natives and has gone on
         brutal raids in the surrounding territory in search of ivory. The
         collection of severed heads adorning the fence posts around the
         station attests to his “methods.” The pilgrims bring Kurtz out of
         the station-house on a stretcher, and a large group of native warriors
         pours out of the forest and surrounds them. Kurtz speaks to them,
         and the natives disappear into the woods.
      

      
      The manager brings Kurtz, who is quite ill, aboard the
         steamer. A beautiful native woman, apparently Kurtz’s mistress,
         appears on the shore and stares out at the ship. The Russian implies
         that she is somehow involved with Kurtz and has caused trouble before through
         her influence over him. The Russian reveals to Marlow, after swearing
         him to secrecy, that Kurtz had ordered the attack on the steamer
         to make them believe he was dead in order that they might turn back
         and leave him to his plans. The Russian then leaves by canoe, fearing
         the displeasure of the manager. Kurtz disappears in the night, and
         Marlow goes out in search of him, finding him crawling on all fours
         toward the native camp. Marlow stops him and convinces him to return
         to the ship. They set off down the river the next morning, but Kurtz’s
         health is failing fast.
      

      
      Marlow listens to Kurtz talk while he pilots the ship,
         and Kurtz entrusts Marlow with a packet of personal documents, including
         an eloquent pamphlet on civilizing the savages which ends with a scrawled
         message that says, “Exterminate all the brutes!” The steamer breaks
         down, and they have to stop for repairs. Kurtz dies, uttering his
         last words—“The horror! The horror!”—in the presence of the confused
         Marlow. Marlow falls ill soon after and barely survives. Eventually
         he returns to Europe and goes to see Kurtz’s Intended (his fiancée).
         She is still in mourning, even though it has been over a year since
         Kurtz’s death, and she praises him as a paragon of virtue and achievement.
         She asks what his last words were, but Marlow cannot bring himself
         to shatter her illusions with the truth. Instead, he tells her that
         Kurtz’s last word was her name.
      

   
      Character List

      
      
         Marlow - The
            protagonist of Heart of Darkness. Marlow is philosophical,
            independent-minded, and generally skeptical of those around him.
            He is also a master storyteller, eloquent and able to draw his listeners
            into his tale. Although Marlow shares many of his fellow Europeans’
            prejudices, he has seen enough of the world and has encountered
            enough debased white men to make him skeptical of imperialism.
         

      

      
      
         Kurtz - The
            chief of the Inner Station and the object of Marlow’s quest. Kurtz
            is a man of many talents—we learn, among other things, that he is
            a gifted musician and a fine painter—the chief of which are his
            charisma and his ability to lead men. Kurtz is a man who understands
            the power of words, and his writings are marked by an eloquence
            that obscures their horrifying message. Although he remains an enigma
            even to Marlow, Kurtz clearly exerts a powerful influence on the
            people in his life. His downfall seems to be a result of his willingness
            to ignore the hypocritical rules that govern European colonial conduct:
            Kurtz has “kicked himself loose of the earth” by fraternizing excessively with
            the natives and not keeping up appearances; in so doing, he has
            become wildly successful but has also incurred the wrath of his
            fellow white men.
         

      

      
      
         General manager - The chief agent of the Company in its African territory,
            who runs the Central Station. He owes his success to a hardy constitution
            that allows him to outlive all his competitors. He is average in
            appearance and unremarkable in abilities, but he possesses a strange
            capacity to produce uneasiness in those around him, keeping everyone
            sufficiently unsettled for him to exert his control over them.
         

      

      
      
         Brickmaker - The
            brickmaker, whom Marlow also meets at the Central Station, is a
            favorite of the manager and seems to be a kind of corporate spy.
            He never actually produces any bricks, as he is supposedly waiting
            for some essential element that is never delivered. He is petty
            and conniving and assumes that other people 
            are too.
         

      

      
      
         Chief accountant - An efficient worker with an incredible habit of dressing
            up in spotless whites and keeping himself absolutely tidy despite
            the squalor and heat of the Outer Station, where he lives and works.
            He is one of the few colonials who seems to have accomplished anything:
            he has trained a native woman to care for 
            his wardrobe.
         

      

      
      
         Pilgrims - The
            bumbling, greedy agents of the Central Station. They carry long
            wooden staves with them everywhere, reminding Marlow of traditional
            religious travelers. They all want to be appointed to a station
            so that they can trade for ivory and earn a commission, but none
            of them actually takes any effective steps toward achieving this
            goal. They are obsessed with keeping up a veneer of civilization
            and proper conduct, and are motivated entirely by self-interest.
            They hate the natives and treat them like animals, although in their greed
            and ridiculousness they appear less than 
            human themselves.
         

      

      
      
         Cannibals - Natives
            hired as the crew of the steamer, a surprisingly reasonable and
            well-tempered bunch. Marlow respects their restraint and their calm
            acceptance of adversity. The leader of the group, in particular,
            seems to be intelligent and capable of ironic reflection upon 
            his situation.
         

      

      
      
         Russian trader - A
            Russian sailor who has gone into the African interior as the trading
            representative of a Dutch company. He is boyish in appearance and temperament,
            and seems to exist wholly on the glamour of youth and the audacity
            of adventurousness. His brightly patched clothes remind Marlow of
            a harlequin. He is a devoted disciple of Kurtz’s.
         

      

      
      
         Helmsman - A
            young man from the coast trained by Marlow’s predecessor to pilot
            the steamer. He is a serviceable pilot, although Marlow never comes
            to view him as much more than a mechanical part of the boat. He
            is killed when the steamer is attacked by natives hiding on the
            riverbanks.
         

      

      
      
         Kurtz’s African mistress - A fiercely beautiful woman loaded with jewelry who
            appears on the shore when Marlow’s steamer arrives at and leaves
            the Inner Station. She seems to exert an undue influence over both
            Kurtz and the natives around the station, and the Russian trader points
            her out as someone to fear. Like Kurtz, she is an enigma: she never
            speaks to Marlow, and he never learns anything more about her.
         

      

      
      
         Kurtz’s Intended - Kurtz’s naïve and long-suffering fiancée, whom Marlow
            goes to visit after Kurtz’s death. Her unshakable certainty about
            Kurtz’s love for her reinforces Marlow’s belief that women live
            in a dream world, well insulated from reality.
         

      

      
      
         Aunt - Marlow’s
            doting relative, who secures him a position with the Company. She
            believes firmly in imperialism as a charitable activity that brings
            civilization and religion to suffering, simple savages. She, too,
            is an example for Marlow of the naïveté and illusions of women.
         

      

      
      
         The men aboard the Nellie - Marlow’s friends, who are with him aboard a ship
            on the Thames at the story’s opening. They are the audience for
            the central story of Heart of Darkness, which Marlow
            narrates. All have been sailors at one time or another, but all
            now have important jobs ashore and have settled into middle-class,
            middle-aged lives. They represent the kind of man Marlow would have
            likely become had he not gone to Africa: well meaning and moral
            but ignorant as to a large part of the world beyond England. The narrator
            in particular seems to be shaken by Marlow’s story. He repeatedly
            comments on its obscurity and Marlow’s own mysterious nature.
         

      

      
      
         Fresleven - Marlow’s
            predecessor as captain of the steamer. Fresleven, by all accounts
            a good-tempered, nonviolent man, was killed in a dispute over some
            hens, apparently after striking a village chief.
         

      

   
      Analysis of Major Characters

      
      
         Marlow

         
         Although Marlow appears in several of Conrad’s other works,
            it is important not to view him as merely a surrogate for the author. Marlow
            is a complicated man who anticipates the figures of high modernism
            while also reflecting his Victorian predecessors. Marlow is in many
            ways a traditional hero: tough, honest, an independent thinker,
            a capable man. Yet he is also “broken” or “damaged,” like T. S.
            Eliot’s J. Alfred Prufrock or William Faulkner’s Quentin Compson.
            The world has defeated him in some fundamental way, and he is weary,
            skeptical, and cynical. Marlow also mediates between the figure
            of the intellectual and that of the “working tough.” While he is
            clearly intelligent, eloquent, and a natural philosopher, he is
            not saddled with the angst of centuries’ worth of Western thought.
            At the same time, while he is highly skilled at what he does—he
            repairs and then ably pilots his own ship—he is no mere manual laborer. Work,
            for him, is a distraction, a concrete alternative to the posturing
            and excuse-making of those around him.
         

         
         Marlow can also be read as an intermediary between the
            two extremes of Kurtz and the Company. He is moderate enough to allow
            the reader to identify with him, yet open-minded enough to identify
            at least partially with either extreme. Thus, he acts as a guide
            for the reader. Marlow’s intermediary position can be seen in his
            eventual illness and recovery. Unlike those who truly confront or at
            least acknowledge Africa and the darkness within themselves, Marlow
            does not die, but unlike the Company men, who focus only on money
            and advancement, Marlow suffers horribly. He is thus “contaminated”
            by his experiences and memories, and, like Coleridge’s Ancient Mariner,
            destined, as purgation or penance, to repeat his story to all who
            will listen.
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