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			JOSEPH CONRAD


			ENGLISH WRITER OF POLISH DESCENT


			

					Born in Berdichev (Russian Empire, now Ukraine) in 1857.


					Died in Bishopsbourne (England) in 1924.


					
Notable works:
	
Lord Jim (1900), novel


	
Nostromo (1904), novel


	
The Secret Agent (1907), novel







			


			Joseph Conrad (born Józef Teodor Konrad Korzeniowski) was a sailor and novelist. He was born in Berdichev in modern-day Ukraine, which at that time was a part of the Russian Empire. His parents, who were both activists in the Polish independence movement, died young, leaving Conrad an orphan at the age of 11.


			Following his parents’ deaths, Conrad was sent to live with his uncle, then spent a year in Lviv before returning to Krakow. In 1874, at the age of just 17, he left for Marseille with the intention of joining the navy before he had even completed his secondary education. Relatively little is known about his first years at sea, but it is believed that he travelled to the Caribbean, attempted suicide following a setback in his personal life, and had links with arms smugglers for the Carlist political faction in Spain.


			At the age of 21, when he became a captain in the British merchant navy, he threw himself into writing. He also adopted the name Joseph Conrad, an anglicised version of his birth name, after he acquired British citizenship. Although Conrad spoke fluent French and Russian from a young age, he did not learn English, the language he is known for writing in, until relatively late in life.


			Conrad later travelled to the Congo on board a Belgian steamer and witnessed the atrocities committed by the colonisers first-hand. This journey provided the inspiration for his novella Heart of Darkness.


			Conrad abandoned his naval career when technological developments rendered steamboats obsolete. He continued writing for the rest of his life and enjoyed a successful career, although none of his other works matched the popularity and critical acclaim of Heart of Darkness. His work often reflects on human morality and on the instability and vulnerability of the human condition, and has garnered recognition from a number of modernist and colonialist authors, including Rudyard Kipling (British writer, 1865-1936), Henry James (American writer, 1843-1916) and H. G. Wells (English writer, 1866-1946). Conrad’s final years were marked by ill health and gambling addiction.


		


		

			








		


		

			

			


		


		

			

			


		




		

			HEART OF DARKNESS


			A DISTURBING JOURNEY IN THE COLONIES


			

					
Genre: novella


					
Reference edition: Conrad, J. (1995) Heart of Darkness & Other Stories. Ware: Wordsworth.


					
1st edition: 1899


					
Themes: madness, savagery, brutality, colonialism


			


			Heart of Darkness is a novella which brims with mystery and symbolism. It tells the story of Charles Marlow, a sailor who is travelling along a tropical river in search of a general named Kurtz. In the course of his journey, he witnesses the atrocities perpetrated by Europeans in Africa and the way that conflict drives humanity to the brink of madness.


			Marlow eventually finds Kurtz, whose condition has degenerated, leaving him sick and mad. He is a white governor in black territory, and is seen as a god by the region’s indigenous inhabitants. Marlow is shocked by this discovery and spends Kurtz’s final days trying to help him and, above all, to find out how he got into this state. The novella as a whole is an unflinching exploration of colonialism, madness and brutality.


		


		

			








		


		

			

			


		


		

			

			


		




		

			SUMMARY


			TOWARDS THE HEART OF SAVAGERY


			The cruising yawl the Nellie is sailing down the Thames with a group of passengers. The narrator tells us that from this position, they can see the largest and most powerful city in the world: London.


			Most of the story is narrated by the Nellie’s captain, a former sailor called Marlow, who has sailed the Indian Ocean, the Pacific Ocean and the seas of China. When he was a young man, he visited Africa, where he witnessed the way European colonisers have ravaged the continent first-hand. This journey forms the heart of the narrative.


			Marlow tells the rest of the sailors on board the Nellie the story of his youth. This story opens when he asks his aunt for help finding a job, and she puts him in touch with a company that is hiring sailors to travel to Africa. He undergoes a somewhat strange medical examination, in which the doctor measures his skull (a reference to the pseudoscience of phrenology) before telling him that he does not believe in the method, as madness comes from inside rather than outside the brain and therefore cannot be measured in this way.
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