Heart of Darkness
Point of View
Heart of Darkness is framed as a story within a story. The point of view belongs primarily to Charlie Marlow, who delivers the bulk of the narrative, but Marlow's point of view is in turn framed by that of an unnamed narrator who provides a first-person description of Marlow telling his story. The point of view can also be seen in a third consciousness in the book, that of Conrad himself, who tells the entire tale to the reader, deciding as author which details to put in and which to leave out. Beyond these three dominant points of view are the individual viewpoints of the book's major characters. Each has a different perspective on Kurtz. These perspectives are often conflicting and are always open to a variety of interpretations. 
Structure
The book's structure is cyclical, both in geography and chronology. It begins in the 1890s, goes back several years, and returns to the present. The voyage describes almost a perfect circle, beginning in Europe, traveling into the heart of the African continent, coming out again, and returning almost to the exact spot at which it began. 
Conrad writes Heart of Darkness in a series of concentric circles, with the Inner Station being at the center, then the Central Station, the Outer Station.
SYMBOLISM / MOTIFS - COMPARISONS AND CONTRASTS 
Heart of Darkness is filled with comparisons and contrasts that help to develop the plot, theme, and characters in Conrad's novel. The story opens on the calm Thames River aboard the cruising yawl called the Nellie. This river is an obvious contrast to the Congo River in Africa. The Congo is snaking, and full of darkness, danger, and mystery at every turn. Ironically, the calm Thames is described similarly to the Congo. In the opening chapter of the novel, Harlow, on board the Nellie, says of the river that flows through London, "this has been one of the dark places on earth." In the closing lines of the novel, the Thames seems to be flowing "into the heart of an immense darkness." No matter where the white man exists, in civilized London or deepest Africa, he seems to bring darkness: inhumanity to his fellow man. 

In contrast to the greed and cruelty of the white men in Africa, who recklessly seize ivory at any cost to human life, Conrad depicts the black natives as having more self-control. The Manager is starving the cannibals on board Marlow's steamer to death, and although they eagerly eye the body of the dead helmsman and also the physique of the plump Russian, they restrain their native urges and do not attack the living or the dead. In a similar manner, the "savages" along the Congo do not attack the steamer bearing the greedy Europeans even though they know the intent is to be evil and destructive. It is only a white man's command, at the urging of Kurtz, that the natives attack the steamer. It is intentionally ironic that the black man in the novel has a purer (whiter) heart than the white man, whose heart is dark, cruel, and destructive (black).

There is also an obvious contrast between the vision of who Kurtz is and the reality behind the vision. In total contrast to what he verbalizes, Kurtz's actions are totally ruthless. He proudly displays the skulls of black natives that he has conquered while seizing their ivory and makes the superstitious natives treat him like a god, crawling into his presence on all fours. The two women in Kurtz's life are also contrasted. His black mistress in Africa is very demonstrative, wearing bright clothing and jewelry and acting in a loud, wild manner, clearly displaying strong emotions. In contrast, Kurtz's Intended in Belgium is fair, mild -tempered, and draped in black. She is the picture of calmness and patience. Despite their differences in appearance and temperament, the love they feel for Kurtz is very similar. The black mistress is devoted to her man and stretches out her arms to him in a show of great grief as he is taken away from her on the steamer. In a similar manner, the Intended is grief-stricken when Kurtz is taken away from her by death and still wears black and daily mourns his passing after more than a year.

In a similar manner to the two women, a comparison and contrast exist between Kurtz and Marlow. They both espouse an idealistic vision behind imperialism, which is why Marlow is drawn towards Kurtz throughout the novel. Both men realize the truth, the darkness, and inhumanities behind the idealism, but their reactions are very different. Kurtz totally succumbs to the dark side, becoming more greedy and ruthless than any other agent working for the ivory company. In denying his idealism through his actions, he is so tortured by his behavior and by his treatment by the Manager, that he seems to go insane. 

Marlow also succumbs, to a much lesser degree, to the imperialist behavior. He does not stand up and fight against the inhumanity to the Africans, as he knows he should. In fact, he usually sees the black natives as lesser beings in a typically European, inhumane manner. He also perpetrates the lie of imperialism, when he tells the Intended at the novel's end that Kurtz died pursuing noble goals in Africa and uttered her name on his deathbed. But in lying to her, he also heals her and saves her and thus, redeems himself to some degree. 

The two men, Kurtz and Marlow, almost become one being -- the light side (Marlow) and the dark side (Kurtz) of the same person. There are also many minor comparisons and contrasts throughout the novel. The burial of Kurtz in a muddy hole beside the Congo is a reflection of the burial of the black helmsman into the river itself. The flies that buzz over the dying agent in the accountant's office are similar to the flies that inhabit the messroom of the steamer at the time of Kurtz's death. The women at company office, dressed in black and knitting a garment that looks like a shroud, are similar in appearance to the Intended, who is dressed in black and who knits a shroud of grief around herself. 

Symbolism
The "heart of darkness" serves both as an image of the interior of a dark and foreign continent as well as the interior workings of the mind of man, which are dark and foreign to all observers. The literal journey into the jungle is a metaphor, or symbol, for the journey into the unexplored human soul. On another level, the voyage into the wilderness can be read as a voyage back to Eden, or to the very beginning of the world. On still another level, the actual trip into and then out of the African continent can be seen as metaphor for sin and redemption. It parallels the descent into the depths of human degradation and death (in Kurtz's case; near-death in Marlow's) and the return to the light, or life. The dying Kurtz himself, who is half-French and half-English and of whom Marlow says, "All Europe contributed to the making of Kurtz," can be seen as a symbol for a decaying western civilization. Other symbols in the book include the river, whose flow, sometimes fast and sometimes stagnant, mirrors the stream of life. The presentation of Kurtz as a talker, a voice who enlarges the mind of his listeners, can also be taken as a symbol for Conrad himself. As a writer, Conrad talks to his listening readers and enlarges their view of the world. Marlow's function, too, is a metaphor for the author's: they both tell stories; they both make people see and feel.
SETTING 
The novel has two separate settings. One, the frame narrative, is the setting for the telling of the tale on a cruising yawl (sailing vessel) or yacht on the Thames River near London, England. The second setting is that of the actual tale. In it, the protagonist travels to Brussels, the capital city of Belgium and home to the ivory company. Then to the Belgium Congo in Africa, with its dark, snaking, and mysterious river ,and then back to Brussels. 

MOOD
The mood of the entire novel is dark and somber. It is night-time on the Nellie when Marlow's tale is being woefully told. The tale is about the darkness and evil of imperialism in Africa, as shown in the greed, stupidity, and brutality of the Europeans, as they devastate the continent and are cruel to their fellow man. 

In addition, Conrad writes the novel in a mood of surreal (dream- like) and philosophical detachment. Marlow is never emotionally engaged with any people in the novel except for Kurtz and even then, he realizes with dread that Kurtz is mad. 

CONFLICT 

Protagonist 

Charlie Marlow, a philosophical seaman who travels to the Congo River as a means of escape from the conformity of city life in Europe, is idealistic about the Europeans' role in Africa. He wants to believe and find that there is some good in the white presence in "the dark continent." He identifies with Kurtz long before he meets him. For he believes that this European man truly represents the good of imperialism. 

Antagonist 

The reality of European imperialism in Africa is total greed and evil. When Marlow arrives in Africa, he finds only senseless destruction and waste, man's inhumanity to his fellow man, and the unblinking rapacious materialism of European imperialism. He distances himself from the Europeans he meets in Africa and is critical about their brutality. Instead, he identifies with Kurtz before he meets him at the end of the novel, believing that this man is a symbol of the idealistic, pure side of imperialism and a hope for humanity. 

Climax 

When the protagonist finally arrives at the Inner Station and finds out that Kurtz appears insane and has stooped, like his fellow Europeans, to a base level of greedy imperialism and senseless brutality, Marlow's idealism and hope is destroyed. Nothing is left but materialism for greed's sake and man's cruelty to his fellow man. 

Outcome 

The novel ends in tragedy, as suggested by the title Heart of Darkness, referring primarily to man's inhumanity to man as witnessed in Africa. When Marlow discovers the truth about Kurtz's greed, ambition, and inhumanity, he realizes that there is no vestige of pure motive in the European imperialism in Africa except greed and evil triumph. And yet Marlow cannot fully come to terms with this knowledge because of his strong idealism and belief that there must be goodness in mankind. At the end of the novel it is obvious that he cannot fully accept the truth, and he lies to Kurtz's Intended and lets her believe that Kurtz died with a noble purpose, helping the Africans, and uttering her name as his last words. 
The Significance of the Congo River For Marlow, the journey on the Congo River is one of the most difficult and ominous journeys he will ever take. The fact that it takes him around and not completely into the jungle is significant of Marlow's psychological journey as well. He never really goes on land but watches the shore from the outside. The only time he goes on shore he finds a wasteland. For Marlow the jungle of the Congo is representative of evil that man is capable of. In Heart of Darkness, it seems that the further Marlow travels into the jungle, the deeper he looks into himself. All this time is spent on the Congo River as he looks from the outside. This is symbolic as he is looking at his soul from the outside but never really sees himself until he goes on land to get Kurtz. When he arrives on land is symbolic of when he looks the deepest into himself. He goes to find Kurtz on his deathbed and is given he choice to take over for him as a god among an African tribe. Marlow is faced with the ultimate choice between good and evil. For a moment it is uncertain what choice Marlow will make. But, unlike Kurtz, Marlow picks the good over evil, as he rescues Kurtz back to the steamer. The fact that Marlow sailed along the Congo River, around the jungle, and not actually into the jungle is an important symbol also. Marlow never walks the path that Kurtz did to self-destruction. He went around the jungle to avoid getting captured by evil. Kurtz was a decent Englishman until he gave into the desires of his heart of darkness. Kurtz spent all his time in the jungle and eventually forgot all of his self-control, manners, and upbringing. He truly looked in the deepest part of himself and found that his evil desires would reign. This is symbolic because he was deep inside the jungle. In this respect Conrad uses to men to show the reader both the good and bad of humankind. He shows the true evil and good that man is capable of If proper restraints had been there would Kurtz have done things differently? The fact that no one was around to keep Kurtz in check helped him succeed in becoming capable of the immense evil he became. Marlow had his shipmates there to keep him responsible. When he left the steamboat there wasn't anyone to restrain Marlow. He was face to face with himself and his human desires, but as he looked at Kurtz and what the evil had done to him he saw the consequences of choosing evil. If Marlow hadn't seen the consequences would he have acted differently? In the beginning of the novel, Marlow talks of things as if they are happening far away from him and not actually happening close by which represents that he is on the outside looking in. He also talks about a fog that settles over the river. This fog represents a distortion of what lies ahead. As he makes his decisions based on what he thinks is right but really he has no idea of what will happen to him or his crew. As the novel progresses the reader will start to understand all of these themes and symbols that the Congo River represents. It represents the shedding of layers of the soul and taking a look into the desires of the heart. By the end it seams as though the reader has taken a look into their own soul to find out what ultimately dominates them. Will they find themselves to be a Marlow; a person who exercises their capacity for good, or will they find themselves to be a Kurtz; a person capable of an immense heart of darkness?
The River
The Congo River is the key to Africa for Europeans. It allows them access to the center of the continent without having to physically cross it; in other words, it allows the white man to remain always separate or outside. Africa is thus reduced to a series of two-dimensional scenes that flash by Marlow's steamer as he travels upriver. The river also seems to want to expel Europeans from Africa altogether: its current makes travel upriver slow and difficult, but the flow of water makes travel downriver, back toward “civilization,” rapid and seemingly inevitable. Marlow's struggles with the river as he travels upstream toward Kurtz reflect his struggles to understand the situation in which he has found himself. The ease with which he journeys back downstream, on the other hand, mirrors his acquiescence to Kurtz and his “choice of nightmares.”
Autobiographical Elements in Joseph Conrad's "heart of Darkness"
Summary:   "Heart of Darkness" is the most famous of Joseph Conrad's personal novels: a pilgrim's progress for a pessimistic and psychological age. The novel thus has its important public side as an angry document on absurd and brutal exploitation. In the characters of Marlowe and [image: image1.wmf]

Kurtz, we see one of the greatest of Conrad's many moments of compassionate rendering. Significantly, all that narrated has been gathered from the hinterland of Conrad's own experiences during his Congo exploration. 
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Heart of Darkness" is the most famous of Joseph Conrad's personal novels: a pilgrim's progress for a pessimistic and [image: image3.wmf]

psychological age. After having finished the main draft of the novel, Conrad had remarked, "Before the Congo, I was just a mere animal." The living nightmare of 1890 seems to have affected Conrad quite as importantly as the Andre Gide's Congo experience 36 years later. The autobiographical basis of the narrative is well known and its introspective bias obvious. This is Conrad's longest journey into self. But it would do well to remember that [image: image4.wmf]

Heart of Darkness is also a sensitive vivid travelogue and a comment on "the vilest scramble for lost that ever disfigured the history of human conscience and geographical exploration." (Albert Gerard). 

The novel thus has its important public side as an angry document on absurd and brutal exploitation. In the [image: image5.wmf]

characters of Marlowe and [image: image6.wmf]

Kurtz, we see one of the [image: image7.wmf]

greatest of Conrad's many moments of [image: image8.wmf]

compassionate rendering. Significantly, all that narrated has been gathered from the hinterland of Conrad's own experiences during his Congo exploration. 

'Heart of Darkness' is a record of things seen and done. But also Conrad was reacting to the humanitarian pretences of some of the looters precisely as the novelist today reacts to the moralism of cold propaganda. Then it was ivory poured down from the [image: image9.wmf]

heart of darkness, now it is uranium. Conrad shrewdly recognized an institution amply developed in Nostromo - that deception is most sinister when it becomes self-deception and the propagandist takes seriously his own fictions. The conservative Conrad speaks through the journalist who says that Kurtz's proper sphere ought to have been politics on the popular side. But the book as we all know has been almost a fictionalized real life experience of the novelist with a strong didactic note imbibed rather positively in it. 

Conrad, like many other novelists today, was both drawn to idealism and repelled by its hypocritical abuse. He shows Marlow committing himself to the yet unseen agent partly because Kurtz had come out equipped with moral ideas of some sort. Later, when he discovers what has happened to Kurtz's moral ideas, he remains faithful to the "nightmare of my choice." In Under Western Eyes, Sophia makes a distinction between those who burn and those who not and remarks that it is sometimes better to burn. [image: image10.wmf]

Kurtz who had made himself literally one of the devils of the land and who in solitude had kept himself loose of the earth, burns while the others not. This clearly indicates that 'Heart of Darkness' combines a Victorian ethic and late Victorian fear of the white men's deterioration with a distinctly catholic psychology. Marlow believes that we are protected from ourselves by society with its loves and watchful neighbours and in their different degrees. The pilgrims and [image: image11.wmf]

Kurtz share this hollowness. 

In any event, one has to recognize that the story is not primarily about [image: image12.wmf]

Kurtz or about the brutality of Belgian officials but about Marlow and its narrator. To what extent it also expresses that Joseph Conrad, the biographer, might considerably recover; it is doubtless and insoluble question. However, the [image: image13.wmf]

autobiographical slant is clear from the fact that Conrad did visit Congo in 1890 and this belated enactment was itself profoundly disapproved by his own uncle and guardian. Yet Conrad hoped to attain command of the expedition ship even after he had returned from the invigilatory voyage dramatized in the novel. Thus the adventurous Conrad and Conrad the moralist may have experienced collision. Substantially and in its central emphasis, 'Heart of Darkness' concerns Marlow and his journey towards and through certain facets of the self. Marlow, the Conrad surrogately reiterates often enough that he is recounting a spiritual voyage of self discovery. He remarks casually but crucially that he did not know himself before setting out and that he likes to work for the chance it provides to: "find yourself ... what one other man can ever know." 

At the material and superficial level, the journey is through the temptation of atavism - a remote kinship with the "wild and passionate uproar" of a trace of response to it, of a final rejection of the "fascination of the abomination." Marlow's temptation is made concrete through his exposure to [image: image14.wmf]

Kurtz, an idealist who has fully responded to the wilderness: a potential and fallen self. At the climax, Marlow follows [image: image15.wmf]

Kurtz ashore, confounds the beat of the drum with the beating of his heart and goes through the ordeal of looking into Kurtz's 'mad soul'. The late Victorian reader and possibly Conrad himself who take this more seriously, than we could literally believe at merely in Kurtz's deterioration and also in the sudden subversion of the heart of materialistic fiction. Certain circumstances of Marlow's voyage, looking through these terms resemblances Conrad's maritime experiences. Here, we have presumably entered an era of unconscious creation, the dream is true but the tiller may have no idea why it is so. Possibly a psychic need as well as literary tact compelled Conrad to defer the meeting between Marlow and [image: image16.wmf]

Kurtz for some three thousand words after announcing that it took place. 

The incorporation and the alliance between Marlow and [image: image17.wmf]

Kurtz became material in the end as the identification of the self. Hence, the shocks Marlow experiences when he finds Kurtz's cabin empty, his secret sharer gone a part of himself, had vanished, "what made this emotion so overpowering was - how shall I define it..." 

He follows the crawling [image: image18.wmf]

Kurtz through the grass, comes upon him - "long, pale, indistinct like a vapour exhaled by [image: image19.wmf]

the earth." When Marlow finds it hard to define the moral shock he received on seeing the empty cabin or when he says he does not know why he was jealous of sharing his experience we can take him literally, and in a sense be thankful for his uncertainty. 'Heart of Darkness' takes us into a deeper region of the mind, quite similar to the psychic union between Legatt and his secret sharer in Conrad's short story, "The Secret Sharer." We ought to share F.R. Leavis, who emphasizes the fact that Conrad was probably staring at the devil when he transmuted his experiences into fictionalized form. 
Summary 

CHAPTER 1 

This scene begins in the first-person voice of a man on board the cruising yawl, The Nellie, anchored on the Thames River outside of London at sunset. This unnamed narrator names the men on board the boat, the Director of Companies, the Lawyer, the Accountant, and Marlow. The frame narrator is proud of the accomplishments of English explorers such as Sir Francis Drake, whom he calls "the great knights-errant of the sea." He meditates complacently on the glory of imperialism, accomplished by those "bearing the sword, and often the torch." Marlow who looks over at London, regarded by Europeans as the height of civilization, and says, "this also has been one of the dark places of the earth" interrupts his thoughts. This statement serves as a foreshadowing to the evil (darkness) of the imperialism perpetrated on Africa and described in the book by Marlow. The statement also refers to the title of the book and begins his discussion on the Roman conquest of England. He describes the struggles of the Romans with the weather, disease, savage inhabitants, and death while conquering the British Isles. He also states that the Roman explorers were "men enough to face the darkness." This reference to the early Romans' hardships and conquest in England is parallel to the hardships of the British in Africa. Marlow compares these ancient explorers to the modern European explorers, whom he regards as lesser men. For Marlow the only thing that "redeems" the "robbery" of imperialism is that there is a pure idea behind it. 

These meditations prepare Marlow to launch into his story of his trip up the Congo. He describes his childhood fascination with maps and his special interest in the blank places on the maps. Although Africa is no longer a blank space on the map, to him it is still a place of mystery, darkness, and challenge. He is particularly interested in the mighty river (the Congo) that flows through the land. He describes the river as an uncoiled snake. An image that further develops the mood of the story and foreshadows the deadly dangers that Marlow will experience in Africa. In order to experience the Congo or the continent that surrounds it, Marlow must find a job with a trading company operating in Africa. Unable to find such a job on his own, Marlow turns to his aunt, who has contacts with a trading company and who is delighted to help him. 

Soon news arrives that the Company wishes to hire Marlow to replace a Danish captain, Fresleven, who has been killed by Africans over a quarrel about two hens. Marlow, as he often does in the novel, interrupts his chronological tale in order to give additional information. This time he reveals how he later finds Fresleven's undisturbed skeleton at the spot where he met his tragic end in the land of darkness. 

Marlow crosses over the English Channel to present himself to his new employers and arrives in a city (Brussels) which he describes as "a whited sepulchre" (or sun- bleached tomb from where the ivory trade causes its death and destruction). When he gets to the company offices, two women dressed in black and knitting black skeins of wool (symbolic of a funeral shroud) greet him. He refers to them as "guarding the door of Darkness." Ironically, behind them a map of the world is pictured in bright colors, and Africa appears in the very center of the map in yellow colors and with the Congo snaking through it in mystery and darkness. At the manager's office, a pale, unimpressive man who ironically controls much money and power greets him.
Marlow has a strange feeling after he signs the contract with the manager and passes back into the outer office. There he is, regarded strangely by the knitting women, and the secretary seems to pity him, as if she knows the darkness that awaits him. At the company doctor's office, Marlow's head is measured "in the interests of science," and the doctor advises Marlow that he must remain calm in the tropics above all else. Marlow next visits his aunt who supports the business of the company enthusiastically as if it were purely altruistic. She regards Marlow as "something like an emissary of light" and she talks of the Christian missionary goal of "'weaning those ignorant millions of their horrid ways.'" Marlow believes that his aunt's ignorance about the profit motive of the company arises from women's inability to deal with the reality of the world. Feeling like an impostor, Marlow sets sail for Africa, what he calls the "center of the earth," (which is also appropriately known as the location of hell).

CHAPTER 2 
From the deck of his steamboat, Marlow overhears the Manager and his uncle, the head of the Eldorado Exploring Expedition, talking about Kurtz. The Manager admits to his uncle that he fears Kurtz, for he is favored by the company and may be promoted into his position of general manager. He is also jealous of Kurtz's success in providing quantities of ivory, for the Manager knows this will win him even more favor in the company. The Manager, in retaliation, is determined to continue the withholding of supplies to Kurtz, as he has done for the last nine months. 

The Manager then tells his uncle of Kurtz sending an unqualified English clerk down the river in charge of a fleet of canoes carrying a load of ivory. He adds that Kurtz had apparently begun the trip with the clerk, but after traveling for three hundred miles, had turned back in a small canoe with four paddlers, sending the clerk on with the ivory. Marlow feels he "sees" Kurtz for the first time and speculates that Kurtz may have turned back because he is "a fine fellow who stuck to his work for its own sake." Marlow also realizes that the Manager hates him, just as he does Kurtz.

The talk of Kurtz continues with the Manager complaining to his uncle of Kurtz's idealism -- that "each station would be like a beacon on the road towards better, things, a center for trade of course, but also for humanizing, improving, instructing." Talk then turns to another man who The Manager thinks should be hanged. Since the conversation has drifted away from Kurtz, Marlow makes a sudden noise in order to be noticed. The Manager and his uncle are startled and leave quickly fearing they have been overheard.

Marlow finally begins his trip up the Congo toward Kurtz's station, a long, tedious voyage that takes two months to accomplish. He feels that traveling up the Congo is like traveling to the beginning of time. Marlow then again interrupts his story and addresses his audience on board the Nellie, comparing them to circus performers in their jobs. One of the men on the Nellie responds abruptly, "Try to be civil, Marlow." Marlow apologizes to his listeners and resumes his story. He describes a group of twenty African workers on his steamer, who he says are cannibals, but who are fine men to work with. They do a good job of pushing the steamer off sandbars and keeping the boilers burning with wood. Marlow's only complaint about them is that they eat hippo meat, which smells terrible as it rots in the heat. Marlow then lists the other passengers on the boat. The Manager of the central station is on board, as well as several pilgrims and their staff, and the regular crew.

Marlow continues to meditate on the immensity of the natural world around him, saying that by comparison it makes him feel small and lost. He feels like the earth at this region of the Congo is uninhabited and primordial: "We could have fancied ourselves the first of men taking possession of an accursed inheritance, to be subdued at the cost of profound anguish and of excessive toil." However, Marlow's sense of being first is interrupted when he sees glimpses of native people on the shores of the river. The naked Africans make hideous faces at the passerby's, while dancing wildly and yelling loudly (in total contrast to the friendly greetings from the white men along the shore). 

Marlow cannot understand the language of the African, whom he calls "the prehistoric man," and feels suddenly lost in this strange, dark land. The unfamiliarity and vastness of nature here heighten Marlow's sense of insecurity. He tells his listeners on the Nellie (interrupting his story once again) that as Europeans, they are familiar with a conquered earth, but that in Africa, the earth is "monstrous and free." 

CHAPTER 3 
Marlow is amazed the Russian "harlequin," in his foolish wanderings, has managed to survive in Africa. He is also amazed that the young man seems to want or expect nothing other than a space to exist. Marlow's wonder grows even stronger as he listens to the Russian speak admiringly of Kurtz and knows that it has been a dangerous admiration, but the Russian's current situation is also dangerous. The starving cannibals on board the steamer ravenously survey the plump youth. As Marlow watches the eager cannibals, he feels the full darkness of Africa. "Never, never before, did this land, this river, this jungle...appear to me so hopeless and so dark, so impenetrable to human thought, so pitiless to human weakness." 

The Russian then tells Marlow more about Kurtz. The manager of the Inner Station has traveled deep into the forest for long periods of time in search of ivory. When Marlow asks what Kurtz traded for the ivory, the Russian tells him he gained it through force and through raiding the country with the help of a loyal tribe of Africans who adore him. Between travels, Kurtz often fell ill, and the young man has nursed Kurtz through two serious illnesses. He admits that Kurtz is presently extremely ill, but does not want help.
Kurtz really prefers to be left alone and refuses to talk much about his seizure of the ivory. The Russian then tells of his first meeting the man when Kurtz threatened to kill him for some ivory that he had. The young man says he gave Kurtz the ivory and then joined him. When Marlow insists that Kurtz must be mad, the Russian refutes him, saying that Kurtz has great ability with words. As the Russian speaks to him, Marlow scans the station with his binoculars and is startled to realize that the knobs on the upper ends of the poles are black human skulls, a symbol of the evil side of Kurtz. Marlow tells his listeners that the skulls indicated to him that Mr. Kurtz lacked restraint, that he had something missing from his moral fiber in spite of all his eloquence. Marlow speculates again that Kurtz was "hollow at the core."

The Russian explains that no one can remove the skulls, for Kurtz wants them there and he alone makes the rules and controls the place. He explains how the chiefs of the surrounding tribes would come to see Kurtz and crawl to him. Marlow abruptly yells for him to stop talking. Marlow tells his listeners that he cannot understand why he finds this information more intolerable than the sight of the skulls on the stakes, but he does. The Russian then tries to convince Marlow that the skulls are the heads of rebels, but Marlow does not believe him, remembering how the starving Africans on the chain gang near the Outer Station had been casually and falsely labeled as criminals. Even as the young Russian talks about the hideous skulls, he defends Kurtz and says that he has been shamefully neglected at the Outer Station, a fact that Marlow knows to be true. 

As evening falls, Marlow sees a group of men carrying a stretcher and coming down the path toward the steamer. As he watches the procession, Marlow hears a shrill cry coming from the bush, the same kind of cry he heard before natives attacked his boat. He then sees many naked blacks, armed with spears, bows, and shields. The Russian tells him that it is in Kurtz's power to save the Europeans from being killed by the Africans. 

Kurtz sits up on the stretcher and speaks with his large mouth and in a deep voice, belying the frail figure beneath. Marlow cannot hear his words, but through his binoculars he can see that Kurtz is seven feet tall, despite his name, which in German means "short." (Kurtz is filled with many ironies.) The savages vanish into the bush, and the Europeans start forth again, bearing the stretcher with a now reclining Kurtz. The ill man is placed in a cabin on board the steamboat and is given his belated correspondence, among which is a recommendation of Marlow from Europe. When he receives the letters, Marlow hears the first words spoken by Kurtz in his presence, words that he has dreamed about and longed to hear. With a still strong voice, Kurtz clearly says, "I am glad." 

The Manager asks Marlow to come out and look at the shore where an African woman walks in a stately manner, dressed in rich clothing. Marlow calls her "savage and superb" as she comes up to the steamer and looks on board with great sorrow. She steps forward boldly, then hesitates, throws her arms up to the sky, and walks away. The Russian tells Marlow that he has been trying to keep this woman away from Kurtz for two weeks. Marlow then hears Kurtz inside his cabin protesting against being taken away from his station and promising to return. He accuses the Manager of caring only about ivory, never human lives. 

VARIOUS INTERPRETATIONS OF HEART OF DARKNESS 
Heart of Darkness is a very complex novel that supports several different Themes at once. Readers will differ on its main theme. In the past, scholars dealt with the metaphysical Themes of the novel to the exclusion of the historical setting in colonial Africa. More recently, scholars are interested in examining issues of "race," nationality, and even gender as they play out in the novel. 

Those who treated the novel as a metaphysical exploration into the heart of humankind looked at the long passages in which Marlow speculated on his own attraction to Kurtz and his own place in relation to the Africans and to the African land. Marlow is a metaphysical thinker. He habitually translates material reality into metaphysical ideas. For instance, Marlow says that his first true vision of Kurtz happened when he was told that Kurtz turned back away from the relief of the Central Station and returned to his own station with only one canoe and four paddlers. Marlow interprets this as a noble act, the single man pitting his strength against nature, turning his back on civilization. He does not consider that Kurtz has made his own place at the top of a society in Africa and does not want to give up that power. 

Another example lies in Marlow's view of the Africans he glimpses on shore. He imagines them as polar opposites of the rational Europeans, totally unrestrained, devilish, whooping madly. They serve a metaphysical purpose in Marlow's view of the world. They embody the dark force, the force of ignorance, devilry, danger, and fear. When he hears them speak, he imagines he hears satanic gibberish instead of hearing simply another language than English.

The more current interpretation of this novel deals directly with the Themes of "race" and nationality. Marlow's anguish occurs because all that he has been led to believe about the superiority of European civilization is shown to be false. Instead of being in total control of nature, the Europeans in Africa are at its mercy. Instead of solving problems, the Europeans' rationality, accurate book-keeping, and organizational hierarchies produce chaos, mean-spiritedness, oblivion to the suffering of others, and back- biting. Worst of all for Marlow, the ideals that support imperialism are shown to be lies. Kurtz embodies the contradictions of imperialism, its crazy-making contradictions. In speech, Kurtz supports all the liberal ideals of bringing enlightenment to the ignorant, establishing order in chaos, advancing the causes of progress in technologically deprived areas, but in action, Kurtz simply robs and kills the Africans for a profit and for power.

Marlow is able to give up a belief in the righteousness of the Europeans' place in Africa, but he is unable to give up the illusion that some good motive is behind European imperialism. Doing so would threaten his identity as a European. He cannot imagine an alternative, which would grant the Africans autonomy and dignity as a differently organized civilization. 

In the end, the historical approach to reading this novel uses the insights of the metaphysical approach. It takes seriously the historical setting of the novel and examines the characters' psychological and metaphysical response to that setting. 
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