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The Heart of Darkness by Joseph Conrad
· Some people say that a work of art should be objective in the sense that the writer should isolate his own personality from his work. 
· Darkness here is symbolic of the condition of modern man. 
· But why is the writer so pessimistic about the condition of modern man? We need to explore the sources of pessimism in his life. 
· Joseph Conrad was born in Poland and lived in Ukraine at the time when Russia occupied the two countries. His parents fled the country and so many of his relatives joined lived the war against Russia. His parents lived outside the country and died while he was 11. He was taken care of by one of his tutors who noticed that Conrad was a good student and started to take him to the sea; we notice that Conrad loved the sea and that the sea is so important in almost every novel he wrote. Conrad went to work on board ships and he went to Italy, though he did not see the sea until he was 16 because he lived in a closed country. Conrad loved life on board ships. He lived for three years in France working on French ships. While he was there he had a failure love affair after which he tried to commit suicide. At the age of 21, he left France and travelled to England where he was fascinated by the country and began to learn English for the first time. In one of his voyages he went to Africa and found that the Europeans or the English mistreated the natives. So, because his country was occupied, oppressed and mistreated by the Russians he started to identify with others. His voyage to Africa was the essence of The Heart of Darkness. He wrote his novel based on this voyage where he met so many oppressed and mistreated Africans. 
· Conrad uses the character (Marlow) in reference to Christopher Marlowe who wrote Doctor Faustus, where Doctor Faustus sells his soul to the devil. So Conrad referred to Marlowe and the Character Marlowe created in his novel because we notice that The Heart of Darkness is a symbolic novel. As we notice, many writers choose specific names to give indications to their influences. 
· The name of the character (Kurtz) is a reference to the word (curse) or a (cursed person). Kurtz is the manager of the inner stations in which the Europeans lived in Africa; the inner stations are managed by (a cursed) person. These inner stations are representative of the European culture, and Kurtz is representative of the European civilization; he is the boss of the company that works in Africa. The name is a reference to the devil in Marlowe’s play. His name is to indicate that the western civilization is a cursed civilization. 
· The novel has two narrators. One narrator is Marlow who narrates the story within the story. The other narrator is the one who tells us about Marlow and his voyage and about Kurtz who heads the inner stations in Africa. 
· The company collected ivory, and Kurtz collected ivory more than any other person in the company. So he was like a hero of this civilization. Elephants are black and ivory is white; so Kurtz killed the living elephants (black) for their dead objects, their ivory tusks (white in color). These tusks are not important for our culture; they are just for decoration. So what is Conrad saying here? He is saying that the Europeans are worse than animals because they kill elephants for their tusks, whereas animals kill for food; Europeans kill the living to get the dead for decoration. 
· Remember in Oliver Twist, Oliver was a symbol of olive which gives the richest oil. The rich in the novel misused or twisted the poor to get the rich’s food. 

· The blacks in the novel are so innocent, they represent Africa. Conrad is saying that the Africans are living whereas the whites (the Europeans) are dead. Notice the choice of language and the rich connotations in the novel. We notice here that the black are white at heart, whereas the white are dark at heart. 
· Also, Kurtz had a very beautiful fiancée in Europe, so we understand that he is a reference to a kind of villain. In Doctor Faustus, Faustus sells his soul to the devil in return for having the most beautiful woman on earth; he sold his soul for the sake of worldly and secular pleasures. Conrad indicates that the Europeans are like Doctor Faustus in the sense that they sold their souls to the devil for the sake of secular and worldly pleasures. So he is saying that modern civilization is fake. As a matter of fact, modern civilization was based on two elements; both of them come from the world of darkness, the world of sin; iron and coal. Remember that Pluto kidnapped Persephone to the underworld, the world of sin. 

· So modern civilization is actually associated with darkness. It is very much like eating from the tree of forbidden knowledge. But as long as we know through the heart, this is accepted knowledge. The intellectual, calculative and accumulative science led to the split of the atom causing the destruction of mankind, whereas the knowledge of the heart unites. Whatever slices or divides it is from the devil, whereas whatever unites is from God. Knowledge of the heart is the knowledge of art, the knowledge of beauty. Darkness is also the place of sinners; when the lights are out crimes increases. 
· The different interpretations of the novel are based on Conrad’s view of darkness:
· The psychological interpretation: darkness is based on the darkness of a human being. So here it is personal darkness, and we read to refer to Freud here. Freud said that in each of us there are two aspects, the evil (the black) and the good (the bright). From Freud’s point of view the good is associated with the anima and evil (Man) is associated with the animus. But there are no angels. As long as we are human beings, each of us has these two aspects. You should not kill the living in you in search for the dead; or you should not care about the devilish in you or forget about the good or the angelic. Therefore, the novel can be read figuratively or allegorically to refer to the psychological aspects of good and evil in Man. 
· The social or the anti-colonial interpretation: notice the many similarities between this novel and A Passage to India. Conrad criticizes the attitude of the colonial Europeans in Africa. The novel is not an actual story. According to the novel, society should side with the good aspects in life.
· The journey motif in the novel:- 
· Life is based on a journey. You are born and you take the journey until you day; it’s a journey from birth to death. It starts with a cry when babies come out of their mothers and in the end when we die, people cry for us. So, it’s a journey starting with a cry and ending with a cry. Wordsworth said that “the child is father of the man”; an old man becomes a child again. Life is based on a circle. The smallest component in life is the atom where we have the nucleus around which circles the electrons. This is an indication of the circularity in life, which proves the presence of God; because whatever moves proves that there is a mover. Notice that the circle is the only shape that has a center. The earth is like a circle which rotates around the sun, another circle; and the sun rotates and is a source of light. This is to indicate the presence of God. The first journey for humanity is when Adam and Eve journeyed from heaven to earth. When St. Augustine wrote his book Confessions, he said that God created a plot; he said that the journey of the spirit into this plot is a journey. The creation of Man is a journey, but it’s a journey of alienation. He said that part of God or the breath of God went into us so that Man would be alienated. But when the human being goes back to God and is united with God he feels perfection. So, life is based on a journey of alienation. One of the greatest novels that also contain the journey motif is Robinson Crusoe. We have also A Passage to India as a kind of journey. In The Portrait of a Lady we have a journey, an internal journey where the heroine wants to understand herself. Reading is also a journey in exploration of the inside mind of the author. Where Angels Fear to Tread by E.M Forster depicts a spiritual journey. You can have a journey through the world by reading about other countries. 
· To wrap it up:
· We spoke about despair in the life of the author: the writer’s luck, how desperate and alienated he was when he lived in France and England and didn’t feel belonging.

· The choice of the name (Marlow): a reminder of Christopher Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus in which Faustus sells his soul to the devil for temporary pleasures. 

· The choice of the color black and darkness: this reminds us of the elephants and their tusks. 

· The choice of the name (Kurtz): refers to his approach in criticism of modern civilization because it is a (cursed) civilization. Kurtz is also an inter-European character. 

· The choice of the white tusks: it represents the hard-heartedness of the white (the Europeans). 

· The autobiographical element: Conrad went to the Congo in Africa and saw how Europeans mistreated Africans. 

· The different interpretations of the novel: the anticolonial in which he rejected colonialism and the psychological with the interpretation of the good and evil in man. 

· The journey motif.  
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