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Second Semester

Prose (11)
Fourth Year 

Heart of Darkness by Joseph Conrad
· The plot:-
· The young man Marlow is sitting with two of his friends telling them about his childhood dreams that he wanted to go to Africa because he used to read journey books and he was fascinated by the Congo River. He wants to work aboard ships so he goes to visit his aunt who has public relations and knows some people in Brussels, Belgium; she tells him that there is a job and she makes it easy to get it for him. The aunt sends Marlow to Brussels but he doesn’t like the city. He is supposed to replace someone in the Congo who worked in an ivory company, but that man was killed in a strange way. The man had lived in a village in the Congo working in the ivory company there. One day he bought something from villagers but he thought that he was fooled in the bargain, so he came back to the chief of the village beat him and degraded him. The son of this chief killed the man. The company wanted to replace that man so they sent for Marlow. 
· The country is divided into inner, central and outer stations. When Marlow goes to the outer stations, he is surprised to see the natives were so mistreated and degraded; they were treated like animals. He went to the central stations accompanied by a man and then he met the general manager. The manager doesn’t see Marlow the first time because he leaves before him to the central stations. Marlow finds that the ship on which he is supposed to work as a captain is broken; he has suspicions that the manager has done something to the ship. He had to wait for spare parts to come so that he could fix the ship in order to go to the inner stations. Marlow has to wait for two months for the parts of the ship to arrive. Finally, the manager comes and they speak together and the manager talks to Marlow about Kurtz. Marlow fixes the ship and they start to go to the inner stations. But before they do so, an anchor of the manager comes to the central stations. By chance, Marlow hears this anchor speaking badly with the manager about Kurtz. Marlow is fascinated by Kurtz’s character and is surprised to know that others hate him because they see him as a cruel person. 
· It takes them three months to go to the inner stations where they meet Kurtz, the boss. The manager and his anchor are having a conspiracy against Marlow so that he doesn’t reach Kurtz; they want him to die before he reaches the inner station. Fortunately, their plan fails. At midnight, Marlow goes to see Kurtz, expecting to find him dead because he was extremely ill. But Kurtz confides in Marlow and gives him some important papers including a letter to his fiancée, called the Intended. 
· Marlow is fed up with his job and moves back to Brussels. He sees the Intended and gives her the letter. While he is there, the Intended asks Marlow about Kurtz and what his last words were. Although Kurtz’s last words were “the horror, the horror”, Marlow tells her that Kurtz’s last words were her name. 
· Notice that:-
· The word (darkness) in the title indicates the opaque way with which Conrad saw the western culture. It’s not just dark, it is extreme darkness. The novel was written in 1902 to 1904 and he was predicting the WWI which broke out in the following years after the publication of the novel and witnessed the death of 10 million soldiers. He was a prophetic writer; he prophesized the horror of WWI. 
· The setting and the atmosphere:-
· You studied the definition of the word (setting). The setting is related to the atmosphere, and the atmosphere is the result of the setting. 
The NELLIE, a cruising yawl, swung to her anchor without a flutter of the sails, and was at rest. The flood had made, the wind was nearly calm, and being bound down the river, the only thing for it was to come to and wait for the turn of the tide. (an expression of the monotony of the people on the ship)
…

The air was dark (the weather was dull) above Gravesend (the name of the place), and farther back still seemed condensed into a mournful gloom, brooding motionless over the biggest, and the greatest, town on earth.
· The waves and the wind are part of the setting whereas the stillness and the boredom are the atmosphere that results from the setting. 
· “the air was dark”: you don’t describe the air with color. But the fact that it is dark means that it is dull. 
· Notice the conscious choice of words by Joseph Conrad. He started to learn English at the age of 21. By the time he wrote this novel he became one of the masters of the language. Marlow was waiting to get a job and he was saying that about his voyage to Congo. 
· He is introducing the reader to the gloomy atmosphere that covers the city, preparing the reader for the gloomy conditions in Africa. 
And at last, in its curved and imperceptible fall, the sun sank low, and from glowing white changed to a dull red without rays (no passions or emotions) and without heat, as if about to go out suddenly, stricken to death by the touch of that gloom brooding over a crowd of men.

· So the time is sunset. He predicted the sunset of the human culture in the WWI; it was the sunset of humanity. But why was he so optimistic? Victorians were optimistic, whereas most modern writers are pessimistic. This is because Victorians had hope. They believed that modern mechanization would lead to the welfare and prosperity of Man. After a while people realized that mechanization brought nothing but speed, hate, and inhumanity. The slums in London were very dirty places where poor people lived since who worked in nearby factories. In these slums there was every kind of dirt and immorality because men and women were herded together like animals in slums. Workers needed to get a job and the factory owners degraded these people and would give them little amount of money. There were so many unemployed people because of the machine where one drill machine would replace the work of twenty workers. Many workers turned into thieves and criminals because they couldn’t find work. Unemployed workers were very angry and jealous of the owners of these factories and in many cases they killed them. The misuse of machinery created many problems. Even the river Ganges used to stink of the bad smell. This is why people were frustrated; it was not just darkness, it was the heart of darkness. Conrad was right in predicting the fall of humanity because WWI followed the publication of this novel. His words describe the mood and the atmosphere which is the result of this setting. 
· This reminds us of a scene we will read about where we have the picture painted by Kurtz. In this picture we have a woman who is a torch but she is blindfolded; symbolizing modern civilization which is blindfolded. It means that Europe was carrying the light of knowledge but still not making use of it. There is no heat because heat is a symbol of emotions. Without this heat, there is not much to care for except money. Remember Modern Prayer by D.H Lawrence where he said:
Almighty Mammon, make me rich!
Make me rich quickly, with never a hitch
in my fine prosperity! Kick those in the ditch
who hinder me, Mammon, great son of a bitch!
The sun set;(the sun of humanity) the dusk fell on the stream, and lights began to appear along the shore…

"And this also," said Marlow suddenly, "has been one of the dark places of the earth."

· Conrad uses specific words to generate this sense of gloom. He predicted darkness which is associated with evil and sin. Modern civilization is dark very material. Kurtz is like the one-eyed merchant in The Waste Land by Eliot; he sees only his interests. In his poem The Hollow Men, Eliot quotes after Kurtz in the novel. They are hollow and stuffed with ashes because of the absence of religion. The word religion is not mentioned that is why the future of humanity was black as predicted by the novel. 
Here and there a military camp lost in a wilderness, like a needle in a bundle of hay -- cold, fog, tempests, disease, exile, and death -- death skulking in the air, in the water, in the bush. They must have been dying like flies here. Oh, yes -- he did it. Did it very…
· Remember that the name Marlow was inspired by Christopher Marlowe who wrote Doctor Faustus. Faustus sold his soul to the devil in return for all worldly pleasures; even Helen the most beautiful woman on earth. In this novel, there is a beautiful African woman who is referred to as the mistress of Kurtz. Kurtz also got everything, including sinful relationships with women, to refer to Faustus in Marlowe’s play. Kurtz is also a symbol of modern man because he is a (cursed) person. 
· There is also a symbolism in the name of the place (Gravesend), which implies reference to death. 

· Notice the names: The Accountant, the Manager, the Russian, and the name of Kurtz’s fiancée (the Intended):
· Conrad does not name them in order to indicate that they are stereotypes, archetypes, or prototypes. He also wanted to universalize the theme; it is not just about one person. He indicates that all accountants and managers are bad, at least in the country or this company. 
· Some symbolic scenes in the novel:- 
· Page30 in dr. copy or p40: 

" got my appointment -- of course; and I got it very quick. It appears the Company had received news that one of their captains had been killed in a scuffle with the natives. This was my chance, and it made me the more anxious to go. It was only months and months afterwards, when I made the attempt to recover what was left of the body, that I heard the original quarrel arose from a misunderstanding about some hens.

Yes, two black hens. Fresleven -- that was the fellow's name, a Dane -- thought himself wronged somehow in the bargain, so he went ashore and started to hammer the chief of the village with a stick. Oh, it didn't surprise me in the least to hear this, and at the same time to be told that Fresleven was the gentlest, quietest creature that ever walked on two legs. No doubt he was; but he had been a couple of years already out there engaged in the noble cause, you know, and he probably felt the need at last of asserting his self-respect in some way. Therefore he whacked the old nigger mercilessly, while a big crowd of his people watched him, thunderstruck, till some man -- I was told the chief's son -- in desperation at hearing the old chap yell, made a tentative jab with a spear at the white man -- and of course it went quite easy between the shoulder-blades. Then the whole population cleared into the forest, expecting all kinds of calamities to happen, while, on the other hand, the steamer Fresleven commanded left also in a bad panic, in charge of the engineer, I believe. Afterwards nobody seemed to trouble much about Fresleven's remains, till I got out and stepped into his shoes. I couldn't let it rest, though; but when an opportunity offered at last to meet my predecessor, the grass growing through his ribs was tall enough to hide his bones. They were all there. The supernatural being had not been touched after he fell. And the village was deserted, the huts gaped black, rotting, all askew within the fallen enclosures. A calamity had come to it, sure enough.

· This is how the Danish man, Fresleven, whom Marlow replaced died. Someone sold the man two hens and he thought that he was wronged or fooled in the bargain and he started to beat the chief of the village with a hammer on the head. The son of the chief killed the Danish man, but the westerners left his body right there. After many months, the body of Fresleven was left there unburied and the grass grew through his ribs. Marlow’s description of Fresleven’s character as gentle and of the (noble cause) is ironical. The noble cause was the enlightening of people in Africa. He is speaking ironically to show the cruelty of the colonialists. Marlow had a disturbing idea about the place he is going to work in even before working.
· There are two realities, one visible and one invisible; the reality and the implied meaning. The grass symbolizes nature (Africa) which will outgrow or will be victorious over Europe, because the grass outgrew the dead body of the man. The idea that the grass became tall enough to hide the bones means that the Africans (represented by the grass) will outgrow, kill and survive the westerners (the dead body). 
· Page42 dr. copy:
'The other day I took up a man who hanged himself on the road. He was a Swede, too.' 'Hanged himself! Why, in God's name?' I cried. He kept on looking out watchfully. 'Who knows? The sun too much for him, or the country perhaps.'
"At last we opened a reach. A rocky cliff appeared, mounds of turned-up earth by the shore, houses on a hill, others with iron roofs, amongst a waste of excavations, or hanging to the declivity. A continuous noise of the rapids above hovered over this scene of inhabited devastation. A lot of people, mostly black and naked, moved about like ants.(depressive, diminutive and degrading) A jetty projected into the river. A blinding sunlight drowned all this at times in a sudden recrudescence of glare. 'There's your Company's station,' said the Swede, pointing to three wooden barrack-like structures on the rocky slope. 'I will send your things up. Four boxes did you say? So. Farewell.'
"I came upon a boiler wallowing in the grass, then found a path leading up the hill. It turned aside for the boulders, and also for an undersized railway-truck lying there on its back with its wheels in the air. One was off. The thing looked as dead as the carcass (dead body) of some animal. I came upon more pieces of decaying machinery, a stack of rusty rails. To the left a clump of trees made a shady spot, where dark things seemed to stir feebly. I blinked, the path was steep. A horn tooted to the right, and I saw the black people run. A heavy and dull detonation shook the ground, a puff of smoke came out of the cliff, and that was all. No change appeared on the face of the rock. They were building a railway. The cliff was not in the way or anything; but this objectless blasting was all the work going on.
· The colonialists can’t handle the sun and they don’t belong to this kind of life; the emotions (the sun) are too much for them. 
· While Marlow was going to the central stations he saw some railway truck turned upside down with one wheel off. The truck is made of iron, and iron is associated with the underworld of sin. Modern civilization is based on iron and coal; both of them are black and come from the world of darkness, the underworld, the world of sin and criminality; the place where Pluto abducted Persephone. The truck looked like the rotten dead body of an animal; he is saying that modern civilization is like a carcass. 
· Page54:

At last he got angry, and, to conceal a movement of furious annoyance, he yawned. I rose. Then I noticed a small sketch in oils, on a panel, representing a woman, draped and blindfolded, carrying a lighted torch. The background was sombre -- almost black. The movement of the woman was stately, and the effect of the torchlight on the face was sinister.
· The woman represents modern civilization. While Europe is carrying knowledge and the Renaissance, it is blindfolded; westerners carry the light of knowledge but they are blind, they can’t see. 
· Page46:

Further questions elicited from him that Mr. Kurtz was at present in charge of a trading-post, a very important one, in the true ivory-country, at 'the very bottom of there. Sends in as much ivory as all the others put together . . .' He began to write again. The sick man was too ill to groan. The flies buzzed in a great peace.

· Kurtz is a very successful person; but the more successful he is the more associated he is with death. He represents the European culture; his mother was half English and his father was half French. This indicates that the European culture is cursed. It is a culture of selfishness. 
You should have heard him say, 'My ivory.' Oh, yes, I heard him. 'My Intended, my ivory, my station, my river, my -- ' everything belonged to him.

· Page 100:

"She walked with measured steps, draped in striped and fringed cloths, treading the earth proudly, with a slight jingle and flash of barbarous ornaments. She carried her head high; her hair was done in the shape of a helmet; she had brass leggings to the knee, brass wire gauntlets to the elbow, a crimson spot on her tawny cheek, innumerable necklaces of glass beads on her neck; bizarre things, charms, gifts of witch-men, that hung about her, glittered and trembled at every step. She must have had the value of several elephant tusks upon her. (she has so many riches on her) She was savage and superb, wild-eyed and magnificent; there was something ominous and stately in her deliberate progress.

· Kurtz is a sinful person; he is cursed like Dr. Faustus. He was so lavish with his mistress. The mistress of Kurtz represents Helen in Doctor Faustus. The woman represents the life of sin or the civilization of sin because it is based on iron and coal, the two black elements found in the underworld, and the underworld is associated with sin. 
· Ivory is a dead object, therefore it is associated with death. 
There were rumours that a very important station was in jeopardy, and its chief, Mr. Kurtz, was ill. Hoped it was not true. Mr. Kurtz was . . . I felt weary and irritable. Hang Kurtz, I thought. I interrupted him by saying I had heard of Mr. Kurtz on the coast. 'Ah! So they talk of him down there,' he murmured to himself. Then he began again, assuring me Mr. Kurtz was the best agent he had, an exceptional man, of the greatest importance to the Company;

· Kurtz was ill and he is associated with deadliness because he is so much associated with ivory, the dead object, which was everywhere in the country. Modern man became enslaved to Mammon (the god of money). 
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