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Conrad’s Heart of Darkness
First day 

I. Heart of Darkness structure/narrative

A. Initial responses?

-today our focus will be on basics about the story, how it’s told and set up; next time get into more thematic kinds of things

-my goal: convince you that this is a great novel!

B. Opening of story (p. 1367)

1. Where does this story open?

[on ship Nellie, on Thames]

2. How does this opening relate to rest of story about Kurtz?

[This is outside story; get another narrator]

3. Who are characters here at the beginning?
[four people sitting around (lawyer, accountant, Marlow, narrator)]

4. Do any of you know what we call a story that’s set up this way?

[FRAME—outside story that envelops/set up other, main story]

5. Any ideas why Conrad might set up story this way?

[-has to do with Marlow’s perspective on events—he’s looking back at what has happened before; 

-serves to connect more to present—feel real connection, like this is real story; perhaps makes more believable

-connection of present place and time to past events: Marlow’s first words: “And this also has been one of the dark places of the earth” (1368)—suggests that events connect to Britain

-introduce us to the narrator before he begins to speak]

C. Marlow as narrator

1. How much help do we get from Marlow and narrator in figuring out what’s going on?  Why?

[very little help, because neither of them really understands what’s happening—narrator doesn’t really know any more than we do, and Marlow himself doesn’t understand the events]

2. How do we see Marlow’s own confusions?

[p. 1401 (top and bottom)—he’s trying to decide what to make of Kurtz

-p. 1411 (near bottom)—“to this day I don’t know why I was so jealous of sharing with any one the peculiar blackness of that experience”

-p. 1416 (near bottom)—deep effect that encounter with Kurtz had on Marlow—still trying to figure it out

-Marlow plunges into story without giving us much context]

3. Why might Conrad have set story up this way, with not very much help and with major narrator still trying himself to figure out what happened?

[-interested in whole issue of storytelling; in fact, that matter is addressed right at beginning: p. 1370 (mid)—directly bringing to our attention of telling stories

-Conrad is Modernist (a movement we’ll talk about in more detail in a few days); but in brief, many authors move from straightforward sense of “this is what happened”; instead, much more emphasis on reader also needing to be part of making sense of things

-idea that such an approach more accurately represents how life actually occurs; don’t encounter the neat stories of the Realists; instead, we struggle with stories; we wonder what actually happened; we try to make sense of what we saw

4. Do you see any way that Conrad’s writing style contributed to what he was trying to communicate?

[have this dense, hard to traverse prose; long sentences]

5. Although you might have liked it better, in what way can you see that it makes sense for Conrad to write this novel this way, rather than with straightforward, declarative sentences?

[models the kind of slogging through that Marlow is doing in his own mind, and also model for circuitous route of Marlow’s trip into the jungle]

II. Heart of Darkness—what happened

A. If one of your friends were especially interested in this novel, noticed you are reading it, and asked you to tell him or her what it’s about, what would you say?  What’s the plot of this story?

[1.  Marlow decides he wants to go on trip; can’t get a ship—so gets help from his aunt

2. Goes on trip to “rescue” manager in Congo

3. Along has various difficulties and finds out bits and pieces about Kurtz

4. Finally gets to Kurtz—and finds that he’s kind of set himself up as god there; has managed to coerce and charm the “natives” to give him honor and even worship

5. He even had the natives attack Marlow’s ship because he wasn’t at all sure that he wanted to leave

6. Best parallel that I can think of for Kurtz’s position there at Inner Station is in A Few Good Men—Jack Nicholson’s character Colonel Jessup; he believes that anything he wants to do should go; he’s god over Guantanamo Bay in Cuba

7. What has Kurtz done?

[we’re not sure; we’re told that he’s ruined the area for future work; clearest evidence is that he has these heads on stakes around his house]

B. Can you think of any structuring devices that Conrad provides for us to measure Marlow’s trip into the jungle?

[use of the three stations; can look briefly at those to see his getting further into the heart of Africa]

1. p. 1376 Outer Station

a. What does Marlow see there?

[first images of Africans under imperialism; Accountant who is meticulous about appearances—complete disconnect to his surroundings (Marlow respects him)]

b. What does he find out about Kurtz?

[finds out Kurtz is “remarkable”; Accountant wants Marlow to put in a good word for him]

2. p. 1380 Central Station

a. What does Marlow see there?

[steamer sunk; wait for rivets; Eldorado Exploring Expedition]

b. What does he find out about Kurtz?

[manager—thinks Kurtz is “remarkable,” best agent he has

-brickmaker—trying to advance; jealous of Kurtz

3. Inner Station—Kurtz

C. Can say that not a lot “happens” in here—but is really story of Marlow’s attempt to understand what happened in this encounter with Kurtz

III.  Connection to Modernism

A.  If you felt somewhat confused as you read this novel, don’t feel bad: that seems to be part of Conrad’s point

B.  This is good place to make connections to literary Modernism (which we’ll talk a lot more about next week); but one aspect of that is a shift in the narrative so that no longer is there a straightforward sense of “this is what happened”

C.  The narrator him or herself becomes a focus of the story, as does the narrative (the way the story is told)

D.  Contrast this with stories read last week, where clear sense of what’s going on—you may not have cared for the stories, but they certainly weren’t hard to follow; with modernism, much more difficulty as authors try to portray more accurately what really happens as try to make sense of things

E.  In this story are a couple of levels of this kind of thing happening:

1.  Reader: when we read stories, we’re trying to make sense of them—but not always too easy

2.  Also, narrator, the one who hears Marlow tell story, is trying to know what to make of what he hears

3.  Finally, Marlow himself is trying to make sense of things; doesn’t fully know what to make of Kurtz; doesn’t have all the information he needs to have to understand everything

F.  A few examples:

1.  bottom p. 1399—Marlow appealing for understanding; knows difficulty for audience

2.  p. 1400—jump in narrative; just threw shoes in river and we don’t know that he’s even seen Kurtz, and now he’s telling us about him

