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Lecture on The Searches in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness
I.  Introduction

A.  I’m sure you think we asked you to read Heart of Darkness for its representation of imperialism and colonialism and for its portrayal of some elements of literary modernism

1.  Real reason was that we wanted you to be able to understand a movie and a TV show

2.  If any of you have seen Apocalypse Now, may realize that it is a version of Heart of Darkness set in Vietnam

3.  And if any of you are avid Seinfeld fans, as I am, you may remember the episode when Elaine was in charge of the J. Peterman company; charging too many things on expense account; only way could get them approved was to find Peterman himself, who was off in some far away jungle

4.  When she finally finds him, he asks to see a mail order catalog that Elaine has produced; not too impressed—says “The horror, the horror!”

B.  OK, so I lied a little bit: we are going to talk about imperialism and colonialism and literary modernism

C.  Do it by thinking about four different searches in the novel; spend the longest time on the first one—but first some background

D.  I’m going to cover a lot of territory, so stay with me and ask questions if you have them; we will be using your texts, so have them near at hand

II.  Background

A.  Historical connections: 

1.  Talked last time (and in reading) about European imperialism of various places;; late in 19th century, a lot of movement into Africa (“The dark continent”)

2.  Lot of similarities to what happened earlier in the Americas

3.  In all cases, the “darker” people seen as inferior since technology less sophisticated and organization different than Europeans—so saw need to “enlighten” them

4.  Probably some actual idealism (for progress, help them, “white man’s burden”) for these “benighted souls,” but also a lot of greed; one Spanish explorer said, “We came to serve God, but also to get rich”

5.  Some of that mix of motivations and actions is reflected in this novel

B.  Background of novel

1.  King Leopold of Belgium took control of “Congo Free State” more or less as personal property—paralleled by Kurtz’s way of running the Inner Station

2.  After independence called Zaire—and now just recently been coup and back to Congo

3.  According to one historian, during that time, “6 million people may have been uprooted, tortured, murdered through the forced labor system to extract ivory and . . . rubber” (Brantlinger 279)

4.  Information was available about this in British press by 1897, and it’s clear that Conrad knew about that

5.  Also drawing on his own experiences when went up Congo River

6.  So what’s in this novel seems accurately to represent what went on, even though the actual incident not necessarily true

C.  The story

1.  On one level, not a lot happens; story told by Marlow, who gets a job with a trading company to travel up river in Congo

2.  Stops along the way at three stations, the outer, central, and inner

3.  Along the way keeps hearing about this “remarkable man” Kurtz who is incredibly successful and is either loved or envied by the people Marlow speaks to

4.  but Kurtz seems also to have somehow gone beyond the normal bounds of morality (more on that later)

5.  He even commands the villagers who love him to attack Marlow’s ship because not sure he wants to leave

6.  Has some conversations with Marlow on ship; elliptical; hard to figure out—then “the horror, the horror”

7.  final irony/lie at end to The Intended—last words were your name

III.  Search for ivory 
A.  Critique of imperialism
1.  In obvious and important ways, this novel is about the effects of imperialism on Africans 

2.  On basic level, see what happens to the Africans, whom they refer to as natives or worse

3.  A few examples:

a.  bottom p. 1376—where the “criminals” are part of chain gang

b.  middle p. 1377—dying slaves

c.  Marlow’s suspicion that may not be human (1391)

d.  ultimately, have image of heads on stakes around Kurtz’s cabin

4.  It seems to me that Conrad wanted us to read this novel as critique of imperialism; idea that lot of problems with the approach, with cruelty, with sense that idealism largely just veneer

a.  One of places see most clearly is when Marlow is waiting at Central station for rivets to make repairs; sees “Eldorado Exploring Expedition” (p. 1387); they are “sordid buccaneers”; “To tear treasure out of the bowels of the land was their desire, with no more moral purpose at the back of it than there is in burglars breaking into a safe.”

b.  So Conrad is a moralist pointing out the problems of imperialism on the land and people

5.  Critique of effect on Europeans
a.  See harmful effects on Europeans as well; the way people are obsessed with greed of getting ivory

b.  Get various images of these people; certainly most extreme was Kurtz who was feared and revered because of vast amounts of ivory he brought in

c.  p. 1401—see change in Kurtz’s manual—from high-minded ideals to finally “exterminate all the brutes”

d.  But also find out that he has “kicked himself loose of the earth” (1412)—Marlow realizes that Kurtz has somehow managed to move away from all the usual moral categories, no longer held in check by our usual ideas of right ant wrong—out by “himself” (although surrounded by Africans) somehow broken free

e.  So Conrad also pointing out danger of this approach even for the oppressors

B.  Complications/Problems: 

1.  Conrad also very much a product of his time, so even as critiquing, not completely able to break from the “norms” of his time

2.  So for instance, although Marlow is somewhat enlightened, he’s still in some ways also very drawn to what Kurtz stands for; Seems to be willing to defend him, even if doesn’t totally like him—keeps calling him “remarkable”

3.  Representations of Africans:
a.  Shown in novel to be bizarre and in most ways sub-human; none of them have names

b.  While Marlow realizes that the cannibals on his crew haven’t had much to eat, he doesn’t seem to do much if anything about it

c.  This kind of thing led Chinua Achebe, a Nigerian novelist, to attack this novel (as head note says) as literary colonialism, because novel not really about Africans but about Europeans—seems like a lot of truth in the criticism

4.  Representations of women
a.  Right along with these problems is way that women are shown; similar kind of attitude

b.  For instance, before Marlow leaves, his aunt sending him off tells him about biblical mandate; his response: “It’s queer how out of touch with truth women are” (1374)

c.  Wild woman (Kurtz’s) on shore—seen as wildly attractive, but also dangerous, can’t be allowed on ship, etc.

d.  About Intended, “They—the women I mean—are out of it—should be out of it.  We must help them to stay in that beautiful world of their own lest ours gets worse” (1400)

e.  Victorian sense that women in different sphere; need to be held up on pedestal (talked about this in discussion groups)

5.  Summary: so considerably complicated; critiques colonialism, but also a product of it

IV.  Search for truth
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

3.  So strong sense that is effort to look for truth

V.  The search for Kurtz
A.  In many ways related to the previous point, but also some differences

B.  True on a literal level; since Marlow keeps hearing about this Kurtz from beginning of his trip up the river; see him beginning to be interested in meeting this person, and eventually even feels like a friend/admirer before he ever meets Kurtz—and so it’s a trip to find him

C.  But on deeper level, also search to figure out who Kurtz really is

1.  First, just hear that he is amazing trader in ivory; then get sense that is more than that

2.  p. 1385 (top)—see way Marlow trying to tell us of him, but also can’t even get hold of Kurtz himself

3.  We never hear exactly what he has done—just “unspeakable things”—but get a hint from the heads on the stakes around his hut

4.  But as Marlow finds out more about him, he decides that “his soul was mad.  Being alone in the wilderness, it had looked within itself, and, by heavens!  I tell you, it had gone mad. . . .I saw the inconceivable mystery of a soul that knew no restraint” (1413).

5.  Famous words that Marlow hears from Kurtz: “The horror!  The horror!” (1415)—and Marlow takes that to mean that this some kind of victory, that he had “pronounced a judgment upon the adventures of his soul on this earth” (1415)

6.  But seems ambiguous to me if we should believe Marlow—not necessarily right in his analysis; maybe just trying to make himself feel better

7.  So still looking to understand Kurtz at the end

VI.  The search of the soul
A.  Clear sense in here that more going on than simply an investigation of imperialism; set up by Marlow’s first words: “And this also has been one of the dark places of the earth” (1368)

B.  Suggestion that dark places not just in Africa, but within us as well

C.  As Marlow (and we) search for Kurtz, we also find that we are searching the depths of his soul—which may lead to introspection of our own

D.  Seems that have seen nearly pure evil as Kurtz has “kicked loose from the earth”

E.  To take one small but important example: may remember that one of the things that Marlow tells us is, “You know I hate, detest, and can’t bear a lie, not because I am straighter than the rest of us, but simply because it appalls me.  There is a taint of death, a flavour of mortality in lies” (1384—bottom)

F.  Yet the very end of the novel, when The Intended insists on knowing what Kurtz’s last words were, Marlow tells her “The last word he pronounced was—your name” (1420)

1.  Suggest that he somehow wants to protect both Kurtz’s memory as well as Intended from “the horror”

2.  Also interesting and ironic when think what last word actually was—implies linkage between Intended and the horror

3.  Finally, a sense that Marlow, too, has been affected by the evil—he’s not the man he was; has compromised himself

VII.  Conclusion


This is a complicated, rich novel; not easy to boil down, but can read it both on thematic and narrative levels.  Opens up to us in specific instance the horrors of imperialism, but not in uncomplicated manner, partly because it is product of when it was written and partly because Conrad is a modern writer—and a very good one at that.

