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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.


			Phrenology

			It is significant that Conrad depicts phrenology in his book. Believers in this pseudoscience thought that key personality traits could be discerned by measuring the dimensions of the head. The discipline has been discredited for over a century, and is highly controversial because it is based on racist premises. Specifically, its development was based on the prevalent belief that Native Americans and black people were naturally lazy and servile, and many of its proponents’ real aim was to advance European interests and development.
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			The human faculties according to phrenology.

			The young Marlow then sets sail from the Thames and sails down the Atlantic coast until his ship reaches the mouth of a tropical river. His predecessor at the company, a man named Fresleven, was murdered in Africa. It takes him over a month to sail down the river until he reaches the premises of the Company, which deals in ivory. He sees a white man pointing a rifle at several black men, who appear to be slaves. It is a hellish place that is characterised by intense suffering, and explosions resound in the distance.

			To make matters worse, the general manager, a miserly man who seems to go out of his way to make Marlow’s life harder, tells him that his boat is damaged and that he will have to wait three months for it to be repaired. A well-dressed accountant tells him about a strange man named Kurtz, who has reportedly gone mad, and a young employee tells Marlow to put in a good word for him when he meets this Kurtz. Rumours spread like wildfire through the premises: it is said that Kurtz is quite unwell, and that he left a few months ago and has had no contact with the Company since.

			Marlow is given the all clear to leave and gets ready to set out in search of Kurtz.

			VOICES IN THE NIGHT-TIME MIST

			Marlow finally sets out to look for Kurtz, accompanied by a motley crew of religious pilgrims, soldiers and cannibals. The journey does not go entirely smoothly: in the middle of the night they hear screams and beating drums, and although the travellers know that the noise comes from the natives, they do not know exactly what they are doing.

			Marlow’s memories of the inhospitable, oppressive atmosphere of the jungle are mingled with his recollections of the stench of hippopotamus meat that the cannibals eat, which rots as they are travelling. When they hear voices in the night, the cannibals are seized by a desire to eat human flesh, but Marlow manages to calm them down. 

			This section of the narrative features more frequent references to the ivory trade, which is what has drawn the colonists to this part of the world.

			Death seems to be lying in wait for the travellers, and as they are approaching the Company’s station, which is the last place where Kurtz was seen, a group of natives attack their boat. Even though they only have bows and arrows and the Europeans have rifles, the boat’s steersman is hit in the chest and mortally wounded.

			The natives flee when Marlow sounds the vessel’s steam whistle. He throws the dead man’s body overboard so that the cannibals do not eat him, and picks another man to replace him. They set sail, and a strange white man, who is dressed in patchwork clothes that make him look like a harlequin, approaches and tells them that they have nothing to worry about: the natives attacked the boat to protect Kurtz, who is alive.


			Parody in The Simpsons

			A group of explorers who are attacked or observed by natives as they cross a river at night has become a common image in popular culture. In the The Simpsons episode “Simpson Safari”, the eponymous family thinks that they are being attacked by members of an African tribe, who make noise and play music from the riverbank. Homer throws a stone which hits one of them, who then turns to his friend and says that it seems rude to throw stones when they are only trying to greet the visitors. This scene parodies the river journey in the second chapter of Heart of Darkness.



			“THE HORROR! THE HORROR!”

			The man dressed like a harlequin tells Marlow about Kurtz’s illness. Kurtz has managed to gain control of the territory, whose inhabitants now follow him as their leader. Marlow is fascinated by this mysterious figure: although it is said that he still seems to speak rationally and is forbearing with the natives, who worship him and grovel before him, the harlequin assures Marlow that Kurtz is mad and is not far from death. He does not say much more, but he too appears to be unbalanced. Night falls over the jungle and everyone goes to sleep.

			At midnight, Marlow hears a loud scream and immediately sets about trying to find out where it came from. He follows a recently-made path which leads him to Kurtz. Rather than taking him along with his crew, Marlow takes him back to the town he is governing. In the course of this chapter, Kurtz’s madness can be seen on numerous occasions when he screams in the middle of the jungle.

			Marlow keeps talking to Kurtz, who gives him some papers during one of their conversations but tells him not to show them to anybody. Kurtz also wakes up in terror in the middle of the night and repeatedly screams “The horror!”. After this episode, he dies and a small funeral is organised. The boat returns to the Company’s main station, and then to Europe. Marlow jealously guards the documents that Kurtz entrusted to him, but once he gets back to England they are taken from him by journalists and bureaucrats.

			In the end, Marlow manages to give Kurtz’s fiancée two letters. When she asks him what his last words were, Marlow lies and says her name.

			Marlow’s story is at an end, and the novel closes with a description of the vast horizon that can be seen from the Nellie in London years later.

		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			CHARACTER STUDY

			Although the novel does have a number of concrete characters, such as Kurtz, Marlow and the general manager, many of its characters are abstract: the whites, the blacks, the jungle. These abstract characters are not precisely described and are difficult to pin down.

			This was a deliberate narrative choice: the fact that there are few well-developed characters with their own names and distinctive personality traits emphasises these characters’ power over the masses. Furthermore, the lack of individualised descriptions adds to the impression that the inhabitants of Africa have more in common with the continent’s landscapes than with other human beings: they appear to be a mass with no individual identities of their own. The few black characters who are described in greater detail serve to convey the general characteristics of or contrast with the rest.

			CHARLIE MARLOW

			Charlie Marlow feels most at home on the boat he is sailing on. Unlike his fellow sailors, who are always looking forward to returning home, he is a nomad at heart and soon feels disgusted when he has to spend too much time among people on land. He is a great observer and a wise man who has seen many things that others have not.

			Before he meets Kurtz, he is very curious about him: he wants to know how he works, what illness he is suffering from, if he is really mad and, if so, how he ended up that way. When Marlow encounters Kurtz and spends some time with him, he starts feeling as though there is a deep bond between them and believes that he has a brilliant mind, even going so far as to describe him as “a universal genius” (p.100).

			Marlow could also be interpreted as the personification of complete indifference, as very little moves him or stirs his emotions. Sometimes he is amused by the behaviour of one of the black men he is travelling with, but he always seems nihilistic and stoical, as though his entire life were dedicated to constantly observing or sailing.

			Some critics have also interpreted Marlow as a representation of the author. He refers to the writing process on more than one occasion, and shares his story with his listeners on the Nellie. In spite of his apparent indifference to the world around him, he analyses the events he has witnessed and provides a skilfully crafted, emotional account of his experiences.

			KURTZ

			Kurtz has been shaped by his passions, giving free rein to even the most primitive of them, and is a fearsome ruler of the hellish environment of the novella.

			His greatest gift is his eloquence: he can speak persuasively and with apparent expertise on virtually any subject, and is able to express himself in simple, beautiful, poetic language.

			Hubris is not Kurtz’s only sin: not only does he set himself up as a deity ruling over his miniature kingdom, but he is also cruel, violent and murderous. He goes out hunting to get his hands on ivory, and his office is

			
			
			
			
			THE HARLEQUIN

			
			
			
			THE WHITE CHARACTERS

			
			Fresleven

			
			The doctor

			
			
			The general manager

			
			The accountant

			
			The women

			
			THE BLACK CHARACTERS

			
			
			
			

			
			


			
			
			
			THE JUNGLE

			
			
			
		

		
			



		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

OEBPS/Images/9782808002141_Fig.1-Phrenology.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9782808002141_coverMarketing.png
mmaries.com

Heart of
Darkness

BY JOSEPH CONRAD






OEBPS/Images/BS-promo-newformat-2016.png
7]
0
2
g
z
<
X
o
[}
(]

Shed new light
on your favorite books with

Bright

=Summaries.com

www.brightsummaries.com





OEBPS/Images/1.png
tht
=Su

mmaries.com

Heart of
Darkness

BY JOSEPH CONRAD





OEBPS/Images/9782808002141_title.png
BOOK ANALYSIS

Written by Lina Sanchez
Translated by Rebecca Neal

Heart of

Darkness
BY JOSEPH CONRAD

Bright

=Summaries.com





