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			JOSEPH CONRAD (Józef Teodor Konrad Korzeniowski) was born in December 1857 in Berdyczów (now Berdychiv, Ukraine) of Polish parents. His father, a poet and translator, and his mother were exiled for nationalist activities and died when he was a child. He grew up and was educated informally in Lemberg (now L’viv) and Krakow, which he left in 1874 for Marseilles and a career at sea. After voyages to the French Antilles, he joined the British Merchant Service in 1878, sailing first in British coastal waters and then to the Far East and Australia. In 1886, he became a British subject and received his captaincy certificate. In 1890, he was briefly in the Congo with a Belgian company. After his career at sea ended in 1894, he lived mainly in Kent. He married in 1896 and had two sons.

			Conrad began writing, in English, his third language, in 1886. His first ­novels, Almayer’s Folly (1895) and An Outcast of the ­Islands (1896), were immediately hailed as the work of a significant new talent. He produced his major fiction from about 1897 to 1911, a period that saw the publication of The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus’ (1897); Heart of Darkness (1899); Lord Jim (1900); and the political novels Nostromo (1904), The Secret Agent (1907), and Under Western Eyes (1911). His writing, considered “difficult,” received considerable critical acclaim, but it was not until 1914 after the appearance of Chance that Conrad won a wide public. The dazzling narrative experiments and thematic complexities of Conrad’s earlier fiction are largely absent from his later writings, which are pitched to a more popular audience.

			Fame saw the offer of honorary degrees and a knighthood—both declined—capped by a triumphal publicity tour in America in 1923. In addition to novels, Conrad produced short stories, plays, several essays, and two autobiographical volumes, The Mirror of the Sea (1906) and A Personal Record (1908–9). He died in August 1924 at the age of sixty-six.

			ADAM HOCHSCHILD is the author of seven books, including King Leopold’s Ghost: A Story of Greed, Terror, and Heroism in ­Colonial Africa and Bury the Chains: Prophets and Rebels in the Fight to Free an Empire’s Slaves. He teaches narrative writing at the Graduate School of Journalism, University of California at Berkeley.
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Introduction

At the beginning of August 1890, the steamboat Roi des Belges—King of the Belgians—a small, boxy, wood-burning stern-wheeler with a funnel and pilothouse on its upper deck, began a four-week journey up the Congo River. At the captain’s side was a thirty-two-year-old ship’s officer, stocky and black bearded, whose eyes, in some photographs, look as if they were perpetually narrowed against the tropical sun. Konrad Korzeniowski, of Polish descent, had arrived in the Congo some weeks earlier, his nautical experience previously limited to the sea. This was his first trip on the river, and his logbook from the voyage is entirely filled with detailed, businesslike notes about such matters as shoals, sandbars, and refueling points not included on the primitive navigational chart available: “Lulonga Passage.…NbyE to NNE. On the Port Side: Snags. Soundings in fathoms: 2,2,2,1,1,2,2,2,2.…”

It would be almost a decade before he finally committed to paper a great many other features of the Congo not shown on the map, and by that time, of course, the world would know him as Joseph Conrad:


Going up that river was like travelling back to the earliest beginnings of the world, when vegetation rioted on the earth and the big trees were kings. An empty stream, a great silence, an impenetrable forest. The air was warm, thick, heavy, sluggish. There was no joy in the brilliance of sunshine. The long stretches of the waterway ran on, deserted, into the gloom of overshadowed distances. On silvery sandbanks hippos and alligators sunned themselves side by side. The broadening waters flowed through a mob of wooded islands; you lost your way on that river as you would in a desert, and butted all day long against shoals, trying to find the channel, till you thought yourself bewitched and cut off for ever from everything you had known …



The European colonization of the African continent, often called the Scramble for Africa, was the greatest land grab in history, and one of the swiftest. In 1870, some 80 percent of Africa south of the Sahara was still under the control of indigenous kings, chiefs, or other rulers. Within thirty-five years, virtually the entire continent, only a few countries excepted, was composed of European colonies or protectorates. Great Britain, France, Germany, Portugal, Spain, and Italy all had seized pieces of what King Leopold II of Belgium—who kept an enormous slice for himself—called “this magnificent African cake.” The Scramble for Africa redrew the map, enriched Europe, and left tens of millions of Africans dead in its wake. But this history is glaringly absent from the work of first-rank European novelists of the day. It would be as if no major nineteenth-century American writer dealt with slavery, or no major twentieth-century German wrote about the Holocaust. Joseph Conrad is a rare and brave exception.

The multilayered richness of Heart of Darkness has made it probably the most widely read short novel in English, and certainly the most written about. If the pages of all the monograph chapters, scholarly articles, entire books, conference papers, and dissertations about Heart of Darkness were laid end to end, they would stretch, it seems, the full length of the Congo River and back again.

Several curious tensions run throughout the book. One is between the way the story is painfully rooted in the six grueling months that Conrad spent in the Congo, nearly dying from dysentery and malaria, and the manner in which the novel is written, where no place—indeed, almost no person—is even named. Not only the Congo but even the very continent of Africa is never mentioned as the scene of the action. And although the shape of the “great river” up which Conrad’s alter ego Marlow begins steaming suggests the Congo River—“resembling an immense snake uncoiled, with its head in the sea, its body at rest curving afar over a vast country, and its tail lost in the depths of the land”—it, too, is never named. The key settings (the Central Station, the Inner Station) and most of the people Marlow meets (the manager, the Accountant, the brickmaker, the helmsman) also have no proper names.

This technique, imitated by other writers since Conrad, is certainly one source of the book’s haunting power. We feel that we are reading a parable, a fable, something freighted with mythic overtones. After all, what do the snake and “traveling back to the earliest beginnings of the world” conjure up if not the Garden of Eden? For this is a book about the end of innocence and the discovery of evil. Written on the very eve of the twentieth century, the novel portrays a façade of benevolence and glory underlain by hideous brutality that seems to look forward, in a way few other writers of Conrad’s time did, to the era of Auschwitz and the Soviet gulag.

It is often said that there were two great totalitarian systems of the last century, Nazism and Communism. But we too often ignore a third: European colonialism, particularly as practiced in Africa, where it could be just as brutal and as deadly as the other systems. Hitler’s top deputy, Hermann Göring, sentenced to death at Nuremberg for his role in the murder of Europe’s Jews, was the son of the colonial governor of German South-West Africa (today’s Namibia), where the authorities carried out a deliberate genocide against the Herero people who had rebelled against German rule. And, as late as the 1950s, the British imprisoned tens of thousands of Kenyans in harsh concentration camps, in the course of ruthlessly suppressing an anticolonial revolt. The list is far longer.

For many decades, most critics and readers in the West preferred to look at Heart of Darkness only for what it says about the eternal human condition, rather than to consider it also as a portrait of a particular time and place. In several of its transformations into film, it has been moved completely out of Africa. The director Manuel Gutiérrez Aragón transplanted it to Spain after the Spanish Civil War in the film El corazón del bosque (The Heart of the Forest). And Francis Ford Coppola moved the story to Vietnam in his Apocalypse Now. In part these geographical leaps are testimony to the novel’s power and universality. But there is also something odd about pulling it loose from its historical moorings. Would we not think it strangely evasive if a director filmed Alexander Solzhenitsyn’s One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich but didn’t set it in the Soviet Union, or brought to the screen Elie Wiesel’s Night but moved the story out of Auschwitz?

What, then, was going on in the Congo at the time Conrad went there that Europeans and Americans for so many years afterward preferred not to confront?

The colony in which an unsuspecting Conrad arrived in 1890 was in the early stages of what would be the bloodiest single chapter of the Scramble for Africa. Orchestrating it was Leopold II, the man whose formal title was the name of Conrad’s steamboat: King of the Belgians. Brilliant and charming, ruthless and avaricious, a public relations genius who cloaked his greed in the rhetoric of Christian philanthropy, Leopold was openly frustrated with being king of such a small country. “Petit pays, petit gens,” he once said: “small country, small-minded people.” Moreover, he reigned at a time when European monarchs were rapidly losing power to the electorate. And, so, he wanted a colony where he could rule supreme. The Belgian cabinet was not interested, thinking colonies an extravagance for a small country with no navy or merchant marine, but that suited Leopold perfectly: he set off to acquire his own.

To begin with, the king hired the famous explorer Henry Morton Stanley to navigate and reconnoiter the Congo River and its tributaries for him. Next, he lobbied first the United States and then all the major nations of Europe into recognizing the Congo—a vast territory more than seventy times the size of Belgium—as belonging to him personally. He proclaimed himself its “King-Sovereign” in 1885. It was the world’s only privately owned colony.

In the early years of the Congo Free State, as Leopold inaccurately christened his new domain, the main commodity he coveted was ivory. Elephant tusks were highly prized because they could be easily carved into a wide variety of shapes: piano keys, statuettes, jewelry, false teeth, and more. The king ordered a network of ivory-gathering posts set up along the colony’s riverbanks, and men who wanted to make their fortunes flocked to the Congo. As Conrad writes in Heart of Darkness, “The word ‘ivory’ rang in the air, was whispered, was sighed. You would think they were praying to it.” The adventurers who headed for Leopold’s new colony were often eager not just for riches but for combat. Much of the ivory was seized at gunpoint, and as Congolese resisted the foreigners who were taking over their land, there were countless rebellions to put down. For a young European or American seeking excitement, going to the Congo held the thrills of joining both a gold rush and the French Foreign Legion.

Like much of the European colonization of Africa, the entire ivory-gathering system was based on forced labor. It was forced laborers who carried the white men’s supplies into the interior on their backs, forced laborers who chopped the wood that fueled the steamboats, and Congolese conscripts who were dragooned into the ranks of the king’s private army. Conrad recognized Leopold’s forced-labor system for what it was. Soon after Marlow, Conrad’s narrator, arrives in the territory, he sees six workers on a railroad-construction crew; they “all were connected together with a chain whose bights swung between them, rhythmically clinking.” Others, exhausted by their labor, have crawled into a grove of trees to die.

In the years after Conrad’s visit, the toll of this forced-labor system would swell to unimaginable proportions. Although ivory remained valuable, by the late 1890s, wild rubber would supplant it as the colony’s most lucrative treasure. The army went into village after village, holding the women hostage in order to force the men to go into the rain forest, for days and eventually weeks at a time, to gather a monthly quota of rubber. Many male rubber gatherers were worked to death; many women hostages starved. Tens of thousands more Congolese died in doomed uprisings against Leopold’s well-armed military. Hundreds of thousands fled the forced-labor system by going deep into the rain forest, where there was little food and no shelter, and they died. And with so many Congolese turned into forced laborers, hostages, or refugees, the birth rate plummeted, and there were few able-bodied adults left to hunt, fish, or plant and harvest crops. In the resulting famine, disease took a horrendous toll among people who otherwise would have survived. From all these causes, the best estimates today are that the territory’s population was slashed from somewhere around 20 million in 1880 to approximately half of that in 1920. Conrad was an eyewitness to the beginnings of one of the great human catastrophes of modern Africa.
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The writer’s Congo odyssey began weeks before he was able to board the Roi des Belges. He first set foot in the territory on June 12, 1890, when, following the long voyage from Belgium, he disembarked at the colony’s capital, Boma, just inland from where the “great river” pours its enormous torrent of water—in volume second only to that of the Amazon—into the Atlantic. After a short steamer ride upstream, he set off, accompanied by one other white man and a caravan of thirty-one porters, on the arduous 230-mile trek around the succession of thundering rapids that the Congo River tumbles down on the last part of its journey from the central African plateau to the ocean. It was on this caravan route that Conrad first recorded signs of the immense violence that underlay the colony’s operations. In his diary on July 3 he noted, “Met an off[ic]er of the State inspecting; a few minutes afterwards saw at a camp[in]g place the dead body of a Backongo. Shot? Horrid smell.” The following day: “Saw another dead body lying by the path.” And on July 29: “On the road today passed a skeleton tied up to a post.”

After more than a month of walking, in shaky health, he arrived at the small trading post of Kinshasa; inland from here, it was clear sailing for steamboats for a thousand miles upstream. Only a day later Conrad was aboard the fifteen-ton Roi des Belges. It had been ordered to depart early by the trading company he was working for, to come to the aid of another steamer that had gotten stuck on a submerged root some distance upriver. The Roi des Belges passed only a half dozen other steamers during its month of traveling upstream. Typically these river steamboats would travel by daylight and then tie up onshore for the night, either at one of the militarized ivory-gathering posts where firewood for the boilers could be loaded, or sometimes just at a spot on the riverbank where the boat’s crew of Congolese woodcutters could chop trees during the night for a day or two’s supply of fuel.

Finally, the steamer reached Stanley Falls (today Kisangani), a settlement of ivory warehouses, army barracks, and offices for the colonial officials who controlled the eastern part of the colony. A week later, Conrad and the Roi des Belges headed back downstream—with the current the voyage would only take some two weeks—carrying cargo and a twenty-seven-year-old Frenchman, Georges Antoine Klein, a company agent who was gravely ill. Klein died onboard a few days before the steamer’s journey ended, a detail echoed in Heart of Darkness.

Some bitter disappointments punctured Conrad’s Congo dreams now that he was back in Kinshasa. He had hit it off badly with a key company official and found that he was not slated to take part, as he had been hoping, in an exploring expedition up one of the Congo River’s major tributaries, the Kasai. The venality and greed of the ivory hunters dismayed him. And his malaria and dysentery, which he already had been fighting for some weeks, grew worse, landing him in a primitive hospital at a Baptist mission station where he may have had to endure some proselytizing. “He is a gentlemanly fellow,” wrote American missionary Samuel Lapsley in his diary. “An English [New] Testament on his table furnishes a handle I hope to use on him.” Europeans still had few effective medicines for most tropical diseases, and roughly a third of the white men who came to the Congo in this era died there. Such statistics were kept concealed by King Leopold II, but Conrad saw Klein die and surely heard of many other such deaths. Finally, in October 1890, he decided to abandon his Africa venture and head back to Europe. On the long trip around the lower river rapids his illness was at its worst, and he had to be carried by porters. He arrived back in Europe early the next year, his health permanently weakened and his view of humanity forever darkened.

How much of what Conrad portrayed in Heart of Darkness was based on his actual experience?

For most of the century after the book was written, the implicit answer from critics was: not much, except for the superficial details of the steamboat journey up- and downriver. They analyzed the novel in terms of Freud, Jung, and Nietzsche, of Victorian innocence and original sin, of patriarchy and gnosticism, of postmodernism and poststructuralism. Monographs and Ph.D. theses poured forth with titles like “The Eye and the Gaze in ‘Heart of Darkness’: A Symptomological Reading.” By contrast, in a 1917 preface Conrad himself wrote, “‘Heart of Darkness’ is experience…pushed a little (and only very little) beyond the actual facts of the case.”

There is considerable truth in what he says, and we miss much if we look at the novel only as a work of imaginative literature. It is also a remarkable description of “the actual facts of the case,” the Scramble for Africa at its most naked. The river that Marlow travels up may never be named—and, indeed, it doesn’t always physically resemble the Congo River, nor does the Inner Station much resemble the Stanley Falls Station Conrad saw. (Two recent scholars, Harry White and the late Irving L. Finston, contend that the river Conrad imagined as he wrote was the Kasai, which he had hoped to explore but never did.) But consider the figure at the novel’s center, Mr. Kurtz, the brilliant, ambitious, supremely rapacious hoarder of ivory. Kurtz is sketched with only a few bold strokes, but he has become our time’s most famous literary villain: the lone white man with his dreams of culture and grandeur, his great store of ivory, and his barbarous fiefdom carved out of the jungle.

No doubt Conrad drew part of Kurtz from deep within himself; that is what gives the reader a tinge of uneasy empathy with Kurtz’s boundless ambition and his vision of himself as the apostle of “the cause of progress” among awestruck savages. But Conrad may also have taken aspects of Kurtz from various men whom he encountered in the Congo, or whom he heard about there or afterward.

Look, for instance, at the searing scene in which Marlow gazes from the steamboat at what he first thinks are ornamental knobs atop the fence posts near Mr. Kurtz’s house. But through his binoculars he then sees that each is a human head, “black, dried, sunken, with closed eyelids.” Biographers long talked of Kurtz’s collection of severed heads as a brilliant example of Conrad’s phantasmagoric imagination; one, Norman Sherry, even described it as possibly a “macabre transference” by Conrad of a well-known episode when an aggressive white ivory-seeker in the Congo was beheaded by African rivals.

But no macabre transference was necessary: a number of white men in the colony at this time collected African heads and openly bragged about it. One, Guillaume Van Kerckhoven, a dashing, mustachioed officer of King Leopold’s private army, told a fellow steamboat passenger in 1887 that he paid his black soldiers the equivalent of two and halfpence in British money for every rebel head they brought him after a battle. “He said it was to stimulate their prowess in the face of the enemy.” The man to whom Van Kerckhoven made the boast, Roger Casement, later renowned for his exposure of the brutalities of King Leopold’s regime, was Conrad’s housemate for some ten days in the Congo, and the two men became fast friends who later saw each other in England. Van Kerckhoven and his soldiers also traveled on the Roi des Belges a few months before Conrad did, so the writer could likely have heard about him from other people as well.

Another notorious head collector was an officer named Léon Fiévez, who worked in the Congo for eleven years starting in 1888. Accounts from both Africans and Europeans describe his brutal ways. To a white government agent who visited his post in 1894, Fiévez explained that when local Africans failed to supply his troops with manioc, “I made war against them. One example was enough: a hundred heads cut off, and there have been plenty of supplies at the station ever since. My goal is ultimately humanitarian. I killed a hundred people, but that allowed five hundred others to live.”

We do not know whether Fiévez had yet started these “humanitarian” practices in 1890, but Conrad may have met him that year, for Fiévez had just taken command of the strategic, heavily fortified post of Basoko, a likely refueling and overnight stop for the Roi des Belges on its way up and down the river. Nor was it only Belgians who collected heads. One British explorer-adventurer in the Congo, part of an expedition that received a huge amount of press coverage, in 1887 packed an African’s head in a box of salt and sent it to his Piccadilly taxidermist to be stuffed and mounted.

The most striking head-collector of all, with an eerie resemblance to Mr. Kurtz on several other counts as well, was a brusque-looking Congo state official named Léon Rom, whose combat exploits earned him various medals and write-ups in Belgian colonial-heroic literature of the day. When commander of the Stanley Falls station a few years after Conrad was there, Rom kept a gallows permanently erected in front of his headquarters. A British journalist who passed through in 1895 described, in the widely read Century Magazine, a punitive expedition Rom had mounted against African rebels: “Many women and children were taken, and twenty-one heads were brought to the falls, and have been used by Captain Rom as a decoration round a flower-bed in front of his house!”

In addition, both the real-life Rom and the fictional Kurtz carried out their looting amid pretensions to high culture. In the novel, Mr. Kurtz is an intellectual, “an emissary of…science and progress.” Rom also had scientific ambitions: he brought many butterfly specimens back to Europe and was elected a member of the Royal Belgian Entomological Society. Furthermore, Mr. Kurtz is an artist—the painter of “a small sketch in oils” of a woman carrying a torch, which hangs on the wall of the Central Station. Léon Rom, when he was not collecting butterflies or human heads, painted portraits and landscapes, several of which can be found today in the vaults of the Royal Museum for Central Africa, outside Brussels.

Mr. Kurtz is also a writer. Among other things, he writes a seventeen-page report—“vibrating with eloquence.…a beautiful piece of writing” to the International Society for the Suppression of Savage Customs. Although Conrad most likely was unaware, in 1899, the same year that Heart of Darkness appeared as a magazine serial, Léon Rom fulfilled his own literary ambitions. He, too, published a report on savage customs, a jaunty, arrogant, and sweepingly superficial little book called Le Nègre du Congo. There are short chapters on “Le Nègre en Général,” the black woman, food, pets, native medicine, and many pages about a particular enthusiasm of Rom’s—hunting. Of “the black race,” Rom says, “its feelings are coarse, its passions rough, its instincts brutish, and, in addition, it is proud and vain.…The black man has no idea of time, and, questioned on that subject by a European, he generally responds with something stupid.”

One final notable parallel: Mr. Kurtz succeeds in “getting himself adored” by the Africans of the Inner Station. Chiefs crawl on the ground before him, the blacks obey him with slavish devotion, and a beautiful woman among them is his concubine. In 1895, a disapproving Belgian lieutenant confided to his diary a similar description of a fellow officer:


He makes his agents starve while he gives provisions in abundance to the black women of his harem.…Finally, he got into his dress uniform at his house, brought together his women, picked up some piece of paper and pretended to read to them that the king had named him the big chief and that the other whites of the station were only small fry.…He gave 50 lashes to a poor little negress because she wouldn’t be his mistress, then he gave her to a soldier.



Significantly, the diarist introduces his account by saying, “This man wants to play the role of a second Rom.”

On August 2, 1890, Conrad and Rom may have met. About five miles before reaching the riverside village of Kinshasa, where the Roi des Belges was waiting, he and his caravan of porters passed through the neighboring post of Léopoldville. All told, only about twenty white men were living in these two places, each of which—long before they were both absorbed into the giant metropolis today called Kinshasa—was just a scattering of thatch-roofed buildings. Léon Rom was then station chief at Leopoldville. His diary, which in a neat, almost calligraphic hand records any raid or campaign that could win him another medal, shows no expedition away from the post that day. If he was on hand, he certainly would have greeted any caravan with white newcomers, for these arrived only a few times a month. Conrad spoke near-perfect French, so they would have had a language in common.

Did Conrad meet Rom—or Fiévez or Van Kerckhoven? Did Rom tell him about his scientific, artistic, and literary ambitions, or did Conrad hear of these from others? Did Conrad see one of Rom’s paintings on the wall, as Marlow does one of Kurtz’s? We will never know. Nor will we ever know if any such recollections were triggered by Conrad reading the Century Magazine’s description of Rom’s severed-head collection, which, as it happens, was also referred to in the Saturday Review, a magazine he admired and read faithfully, within a week or two of the day he started writing Heart of Darkness. But whether specific memories provided building blocks for the character of Mr. Kurtz, or whether Conrad simply worked on intuition, the novel captures something crucial about its place and time with piercing, uncanny accuracy.

Heart of Darkness is not always an easy book to read. There are times when the voice of Marlow seems too insistent, too extravagant—and too vague. Marlow’s portrayal of Kurtz’s appalling brutality seems at odds with his repeated professions of loyalty to the man. Parades of ponderous adjectives—inexorable, unspeakable, unfathomable—rumble past relentlessly. “Sentence after sentence,” wrote the novelist E. M. Forster, “discharges its smoke screen into our abashed eyes.” The poet John Masefield found the novel to have “too much cobweb.”

What accounts for this? Clearly, when he wrote the book, Conrad was painfully wrestling with something deep within himself. Before his six months in Africa, he once told his friend the critic Edward Garnett he had had “not a thought in his head.” But what he found in the Congo—dead bodies strewn about; the skeleton tied up to a post; workers in chains; an entire economy founded on the whip, the gun, and forced labor—was, he wrote in an essay published only a few months before he died, “the vilest scramble for loot that ever disfigured the history of human conscience.” Some of his angst may have stemmed from embarrassment and guilt about his own youthful naïveté. He had hoped for a glamorous job skippering a steamboat on an exploring voyage—a hope which, we know from letters, persisted even into the middle of his stay in the Congo. But, as he says of Kurtz, his time there may have “whispered to him things about himself which he did not know.”

There was also a political struggle going on in Conrad’s soul, although he never articulated it, and never would have used that word to describe it. On one hand, he was writing the most scathing portrait of colonialism in all of Western literature. No one who reads Heart of Darkness can ever again imagine the colonization of central Africa as something benevolent. “To tear treasure out of the bowels of the land was their desire,” Marlow says of the exploring expedition he encounters, “with no more moral purpose at the back of it than there is in burglars breaking into a safe.” Nor does Conrad imply that there was anything uniquely Belgian about this burglary. Fortune-seekers in the Congo came from throughout the Western world: “All Europe contributed to the making of Kurtz.” Conrad’s ability to see the toll of conquest owes something to his own upbringing, for he had been born Polish at a time when Poland itself had been earlier snuffed out of existence as an independent nation, its land divided up by powerful neighbors—Prussia, Austria, and Russia. The writer spent part of his childhood in northern Russia, where his father, a Polish nationalist hero, was exiled for leading an insurrection against Russian rule.

Yet at the same time Conrad was a deeply conservative man, profoundly loyal to his adoptive country, Britain, which, of course, was the greatest
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