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Lecture 1  

EMERGENCE AND EVOLUTION OF THE NOVEL 
 

 

The Novel: Definitions and Distinctions  

 

 Genre: Fiction and Narrative  

 Style: Prose 

 Length: Extended 

 Purpose: Mimesis or Verisimilitude 

―The Novel is a picture of real life and manners, and of the time in which 

it is written. The Romance, in lofty and elevated language, describes what 

never happened nor is likely to happen.‖      

              Clara Reeve, The Progress of Romance, 1785  

Verisimilitude  

           Refers to the illusion that the novel is a representation of real life. 

Verisimilitude results from: 

  a correspondence between the world presented in the novel and 

the real world of the reader 

 Recognizable settings and characters in real time  

what Hazlitt calls, ― the close imitation of men and manners… the very 

texture of society as it really exists.‖  

 The novel emerged when authors fused adventure and 

romance with verisimilitude and heroes that were not supermen but 

ordinary people, often, insignificant nobodies  

 
Precursors to the Novel 

 Heroic Epics 

Gilgamesh, Homer‘s Iliad and Odyssey, Virgil‘s Aeneid, Beowulf, 

The Song of Roland  

 Ancient Greek and Roman Romances and Novels 

An Ephesian Tale and Chaereas and Callirhoe, Petronius‘s 

Satyricon, Apuleius‘s The Golden Ass 

 Oriental Tales 

A Thousand and One Nights  

 

 Medieval European Romances: Arthurian tales culminating in 

Malory‘s Morte Darthur  

 Elizabethan Prose Fiction: Gascoigne‘s The Adventure of Master F. 

J, Greene‘s Pandosto: The Triumph of Time, Nashe‘s The 

Unfortunate Traveller, Deloney‘s Jack of Newbury 
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 Travel Adventures: Marco Polo, Ibn Batuta, More‘s Utopia, Swift‘s 

Gulliver‘s Travels, Voltaire‘s Candide  

 Novelle: Boccaccio‘s Decameron, Margurerite de Navarre‘s 

Heptameron  

 Moral Tales: Bunyan‘s Pilgrim’s Progess, Johnson‘s Rasselas  

 

The First Novels 

Don Quixote ( Spain, 1605-15) by Miguel de Cervantes 

The Princess of Cleves (France, 1678) by Madame de Lafayette 

Robinson Crusoe (England, 1719) , Moll Flanders (1722) and A Journal of 

the Plague Year (1722) by Daniel DeFoe  

Pamela, or Virtue Rewarded (England, 1740-1742) by Samuel Richardson 

Joseph Andrews (England, 1742) and Tom Jones (1746)by Henry Fielding 

 

Types of Novels 

 
 Picaresque     Regional  

 Epistolary      Social 

 Sentimental     Mystery  

 Gothic     Science Fiction  

 Historical    Magical Realism  

 Psychological  

 Realistic/Naturalistic  

 

Don Quixote 

by Miguel de Cervantes  

(1547-1616) 

 First European novel: part I - 1605;  part II - 1615 

 A psychological portrait of a mid-life crisis 

 Satirizes medieval romances, incorporates pastoral, 

 picaresque, social and religious commentary 

 What is the nature of reality?  

 

The Princess of Cleves 

Madame de Lafayette 

 First European historical novel – recreates life of 16th c. French 

nobility at the court of Henri II 

 First roman d'analyse (novel of analysis), dissecting emotions and 

attitudes  

 

The Rise of the English Novel 

 The Restoration of the monarchy (1660) in England after the Puritan 

Commonwealth (1649-1660) encouraged an outpouring of secular 

literature 

 Appearance of periodical literature: journals and newspapers 

 Literary Criticism 

 Character Sketches 
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 Political Discussion 

 Philosophical Ideas 

 Increased leisure time for middle class:  Coffee House and Salon 

society 

 Growing audience of literate women  

 

England’s First Professional Female Author: 

Aphra Behn 

1640-1689 

Novels 

 Love Letters between a Nobleman and his sister (1683) 

  The Fair Jilt (1688) 

 Agnes de Castro (1688) 

 Oroonoko (c.1688) 

 She also wrote many dramas  

 

Daniel Defoe 

 Master of plain prose and powerful narrative 

 Journalistic style:  highly realistic detail 

 Travel adventure: Robinson Crusoe, 1719  

 Contemporary chronicle: Journal of the Plague Year , 1722  

 Picaresques: Moll Flanders, 1722 and Roxana 

 

Picaresque Novels 

 The name comes from the Spanish word picaro: a rogue 

 A usually autobiographical chronicle of a rascal‘s travels and 

adventures as s/he makes his/her way through the world more by 

wits than industry 

 Episodic, loose structure 

 Highly realistic: detailed description and uninhibited expression 

 Satire of social classes 

 Contemporary picaresques: Jack Kerouac‘s On the Road  

 

Epistolary Novels 

 

 Novels in which the narrative is told in letters by one or more of 

the characters 

 Allows the author to present the feelings and reactions of the 

characters, and to bring immediacy to the plot, also allows multiple 

points of view 

 Psychological realism 

 Contemporary epistolary novels: Alice Walker‘s The Color Purple;  
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Pioneers of the English Novel  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
The Novel of Manners: 

Jane Austen  

 Novels dominated by the customs, manners,  

conventional behavior and habits of a particular  

social class 

 Often concerned with courtship and marriage 

 Realistic and sometimes satiric 

 Focus on domestic society rather than the  

larger world 

 Other novelists of manners: Anthony Trollope,  

Edith Wharton, F. Scott Fitzgerald, Margaret Drabble 

 

 

Gothic Novels 

 Novels characterized by magic, mystery and horror 

 Exotic settings – medieval, Oriental, etc. 

 Originated with Horace Walpole‘s Castle of Otranto (1764) 

William Beckford: Vathek, An Arabian Tale (1786) 

 Anne Radcliffe: 5 novels (1789-97) including The Mysteries of 

Udolpho     

 Widely popular genre throughout Europe and America: Charles 

Brockden Brown‘s Wieland (1798)          

 Contemporary Gothic novelists include Anne Rice and Stephen King  
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Frankenstein  

by Mary Shelley 

1797-1851 

 One of the most famous gothic novels 

 Inspired by a dream in reaction to a  challenge to write a ghost  

story 

 Published in 1817 (rev. ed. 1831) 

 Influenced by the Greek myth of Promotheus  

 Frankenstein is also considered the first science fiction novel 

 

Novels of Sentiment 

 Novels in which the characters, and thus the readers, have a 

heightened emotional response to events 

 Connected to emerging Romantic movement 

 Laurence Sterne: Tristam Shandy (1760-67) 

 Johann Wolfgang von Goethe: The Sorrows of Young Werther (1774) 

 Francois Rene de Chateaubriand: Atala (1801) and Rene (1802) 

 The Brontës:  Anne Brontë Agnes Grey (1847) Emily Brontë, 

Wuthering Heights (1847), Charlotte Brontë, Jane Eyre (1847) 

 

 

 

 

Lecture 2 

EMERGENCE AND EVOLUTION OF THE NOVEL 

 
The Brontës 

Charlotte (1816-55), Emily (1818-48), Anne (1820-49)  

 Wuthering Heights and Jane Eyre transcend sentiment 

 into myth-making 

 Wuthering Heights plumbs the psychic unconscious  

in a search for wholeness, while Jane Eyre narrates  

the female quest for individuation 

 
Historical Novels  

 Novels that reconstruct a past age, often when two cultures are in 

conflict 

 Fictional characters interact with with historical figures in actual 

events 

 Sir Walter Scott (1771-1832) is considered the father of the 

historical novel: The Waverly Novels (1814-1819) and  Ivanhoe 

(1819) 

 

Realism and Naturalism 

 Middle class 
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 Pragmatic 

 Psychological  

 Mimetic art 

 Objective, but ethical 

 Sometimes comic or satiric 

 How can the individual  live within and influence society? 

 Honore Balzac, Gustave Flaubert, George Eliot, William Dean 

Howells, Mark Twain, Leo Tolstoy, George Sand  

 Middle/Lower class 

 Scientific 

 Sociological 

 Investigative art 

 Objective and amoral 

 Often pessimistic, sometimes comic 

 How does society/the environment impact individuals? 

 Emile Zola, Fyodor Dostoevsky, Thomas Hardy, Stephen Crane, 

Theodore Dreiser 

 

Social Realism 

 Social or Sociological novels deal with the nature, function and 

effect of the society which the characters inhabit – often for the 

purpose of effecting reform 

 Social issues came to the forefront with the condition of laborers in 

the Industrial Revolution and later in the Depression: Dickens‘ Hard 

Times, Gaskell‘s Mary Barton; Eliot‘s Middlemarch; Steinbeck‘s 

Grapes of Wrath 

 Slavery and race issues arose in American social novels: Stowe‘s 

Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 20
th

 c. novels by Wright, Ellison, etc. 

 Muckrakers exposed corruption in industry and society: Sinclair‘s 

The Jungle, Steinbeck‘s Cannery Row 

 Propaganda novels advocate a doctrinaire solution to social 

problems: Godwin‘s Things as They Are, Rand‘s Atlas Shrugged  

 

Charles Dickens 

1812-1870 

By including varieties of poor people in all his novels, Dickens 

brought the problems of poverty to the attention of his readers: 

―It is scarcely conceivable that anyone should…exert a stronger 

social influence than Mr. Dickens has…. His sympathies are on the 

side of the suffering and the frail; and this makes him the idol of 

those who suffer, from whatever cause.‖  

Harriet Martineau, The London Times called him "pre-eminently a 

writer of the people and for the people . . . the 'Great Commoner' of 

English fiction."  

 

 Dickens aimed at arousing the conscience of his age. To his success 

in doing so, a Nonconformist preacher paid the following tribute:  
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"There have been at work among us three great social agencies: the 

London City Mission; the novels of Mr. Dickens; the cholera." 

 

 

 

The Russian Novel 

 Russia from 1850-1920 was a period of social, political, and 

existential struggle.  

 Writers and thinkers remained divided: some tried to incite 

revolution, while others romanticized the past as a time of 

harmonious order. 

   

 The novel in Russia embodied these struggles and conflicts in some 

of the greatest books ever written.  

 The characters in the works search for meaning in an uncertain 

world, while  the novelists who created them experiment with 

modes of artistic expression to represent the troubled spirit of 

their age.  

 Leo Tolstoy (1828-1910): 

The Cossacks 

Anna Karenina 

War and Peace 

Resurrection 

 Fyodor Dostoevsky (1821-1881) 

The Gambler 

Crime and  

Punishment 

Notes from Underground 

The Brothers Karamazov 

 

 

 

Lecture 3 

SOCIAL AND HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 
The Novel: A Definition  

According to M.H. Abrams: 

―The term novel is now applied to a great variety of writings that 

have in common only the attribute of being extended works of 

fiction written in prose. […] Its magnitude permits a greater variety 

of characters, greater complication of plot (or plots), ampler 

development of milieu, and more sustained exploration of 

character and motives than do the shorter, more concentrated 

modes.‖ 

 

The emergence of the novel  
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The emergence of the novel was made possible by many factors. 

The most important are: 

1. The development of the printing press: which enables mass 

production of reading material.  

  

2. The emergence of a middle class (―middle station‖) with the 

leisure to read.  

 

Popular Taste  

 When the novel appeared in the 18
th

 century, it was not considered 

a literary genre. 

 Daniel Defoe was a literary merchant and he took advantage of an 

emerging market and an emerging reading public 

 Defoe was more concerned with pleasing the tastes of the public 

(the average reader). He was not concerned with pleasing the tastes 

of the critics. 

 He referred to his audience as ―honest meaning ignorant persons.‖  

 

Language and Popular Taste  

 Defoe did not write his first novel, Robinson Crusoe, until he was 

59. Until then, he was a journalist and a political pamphleteer, and 

his style was influenced by journalism.  

 Other factors that influenced language at the time: 

 The desire to keep language close to the speech of artisans and 

merchants because they were the new economic and financial 

agents of England.  

Socio-Historical Background  

 Worldwide travels, the establishment of colonies in the Americas, 

the international slave trade, industrialization  

 Europe, especially England, is now in control of international trade 

routes and owns the bulk of the international trade.  

 The new economic realities produce a middle class in England, 

people who used to be serfs working the lands of aristocrats can 

now be entrepreneurs, slave traders, adventurers, colonists in 

America. Their children can now be educated.  

 Worldwide travels, the establishment of colonies in the Americas, 

the international slave trade, industrialization  

 Europe, especially England, is now in control of international trade 

routes and owns the bulk of the international trade.  

 The new economic realities produce a middle class in England, 

people who used to be serfs working the lands of aristocrats can 

now be entrepreneurs, slave traders, adventurers, colonists in 

America. Their children can now be educated.  

 The new markets also demand a new type of worker: skilled and 

literate. The establishment of grammar schools..  

 

The Development of Prose Fiction  
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 In the 17th and 18th centuries, prose was still not recognized as a 

literary form. Only Greek and Latin and English verse were 

considered ―high culture.‖ English prose was what lower or middle 

class people read and wrote.    

 The economic wealth created in the 18th century a middle class 

that has a good income and leisure time. They cannot read Greek or 

Latin and formal literature, but they can read simple stories in 

prose.  

 The first novels were published as serial stories in newspapers. 

Travel stories published in episodes telling the English public of 

adventures in far away lands. 

 

 The establishment of colonies, worldwide travel and international 

trade made people in England curious about the new lands they 

were traveling to. This is how stories began to be published in 

newspapers in prose about travel adventures in exotic and far away 

lands. 

 These stories were a success and people began to buy and read 

them. 

 The popularity of these travel stories made publishers realize that 

there was a market and this is how novels in book format began to 

be published. 

 

The Impact of Printing on Literature  

 Printing affected the way literature produced and the way it 

circulated. 

 Literature was no more a public act, a performance where a poet 

delivers his poetry directly to the public or a play performed in 

front of an audience. Literature is now a book that is read by a 

reader in the comfort of his/her home. 

 Still, bookshops, coffeehouses, salons and reading rooms provided 

new gathering places where people discussed literature. 

 

 

 

Lecture 4 

 

EARLY NOVELS AND NOVELISTS – ROBINSON CRUSOE 1 
 

Daniel Defoe  

 Born in 1660 in London 

 His mother and father, James and Mary Foe, were Presbyterian 

dissenters. James Foe was a middle-class wax and candle merchant.  
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 He witnessed two of the greatest disasters of the seventeenth 

century: a recurrence of the plague and the Great Fire of London in 

1666.  

 He was an excellent student, but as a Presbyterian, he was 

forbidden to attend Oxford or Cambridge. He entered a dissenting 

institution called Morton‘s Academy 

 Defoe developed a taste for travel that lasted throughout his life  

His fiction reflects this interest; his characters Moll Flanders and  

Robinson Crusoe both change their lives by voyaging far from their 

native England. 

 He became a successful merchant and married into a rich family, 

but his business failed later on and he had money troubles for the  

rest of his life.  

 He worked as a merchant, a poet, a journalist, a politician and even 

as a spy, and wrote around 500 books and pamphlets. 

 

Defoe’s Writing  

 Defoe published his first novel, Robinson Crusoe, in 1719, when he 

was around 60 years old.  

 The novel attracted a large middle-class readership. He followed in 

1722 with Moll Flanders, the story of a tough, streetwise heroine 

whose fortunes rise and fall dramatically.  

 Both works straddle the border between journalism and fiction.  

 

Robinson Crusoe  

 Robinson Crusoe was based on the true story of a shipwrecked 

seaman named Alexander Selkirk and was passed off as history 

 Focus on the actual conditions of everyday life and avoidance of 

the courtly and the heroic made Defoe a revolutionary in English 

literature and helped define the new genre of the novel. 

 Stylistically, Defoe was a great innovator. Dispensing with the 

ornate style associated with the upper classes, Defoe used the 

simple, direct, fact-based style of the middle classes, which became 

the new standard for the English novel.  

 With Robinson Crusoe‘s theme of solitary human existence, Defoe 

paved the way for the central modern theme of alienation and 

isolation.  

 Defoe died in London on April 24, 1731, of a fatal ―lethargy‖—an 

unclear diagnosis that may refer to a stroke. 

 

Plot Summary  

 After two years of slavery, he manages to escape and is rescued 

and befriended by the Captain of a Portuguese ship off the west 

coast of Africa. The ship is en route to Brazil. There, with the help 

of the captain, Crusoe becomes owner of a plantation. 
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 Crusoe sets on a sea voyage in August 1651, against the wishes of 

his parents, who want him to stay at home and pursue a career, 

possibly in law.  

 After a tumultuous journey that sees his ship wrecked in a storm, 

his lust for the sea remains so strong that he sets out to sea again. 

This journey too ends in disaster and Crusoe becomes the slave of 

a Moor (Muslims in Northwest Africa)  

 Years later, he joins an expedition to bring slaves from Africa, but 

he is shipwrecked in a storm about forty miles out to sea on an 

island (which he calls the Island of Despair) on September 30, 1659.  

 His companions all die, save himself, and three animals who 

survived the shipwreck, the captain's dog and two cats. Having 

overcome his despair, he fetches arms, tools and other supplies 

from the ship before it breaks apart and sinks. He proceeds to build 

a fenced-in habitation near a cave which he excavates himself.  

 He keeps a calendar by making marks in a wooden cross which he 

has built. He hunts, grows corn and rice, dries grapes to make 

raisins for the winter months, learns to make pottery and raises 

goats, all using tools created from stone and wood which he 

harvests on the island. He also adopts a small parrot. He reads the 

Bible and becomes religious, thanking God for his fate in which 

nothing is missing but human society.  

 Years later, he discovers native cannibals who occasionally visit the 

island to kill and eat prisoners. At first he plans to kill them but 

later realizes that he has no right to do so as the cannibals do not 

knowingly commit a crime. He dreams of obtaining one or two 

servants by freeing some prisoners; when a prisoner manages to 

escape, Crusoe helps him, naming his new companion ―Friday‖ 

after the day of the week he appeared. Crusoe then teaches him 

English and converts him ro Christianity.  

 After another party of natives arrives to partake in a cannibal feast, 

Crusoe and Friday manage to kill most of the natives and save two 

of the prisoners. One is Friday's father and the other is a Spaniard, 

who informs Crusoe that there are other Spaniards shipwrecked on 

the mainland. A plan is devised wherein the Spaniard would return 

with Friday's father to the mainland and bring back the others, 

build a ship and sail to a Spanish port. 

 Before the Spaniards return, an English ship appears; mutineers 

have taken control of the ship and intend to maroon their former 

captain on the island. Crusoe and the ship's captain strike a deal in 

which he helps the captain and the loyal sailors retake the ship 

from the mutineers, whereupon they intend to leave the worst of 

the mutineers on the island. Before they leave for England, Crusoe 

shows the former mutineers how he lived on the island and states 

that there will be more men coming.  
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 Crusoe leaves the island December 19, 1686 and arrives in England 

on June 11, 1687. He learns that his family believed him dead and 

there was nothing in his father's will for him.  

 Crusoe departs for Lisbon to reclaim the profits of his estate in 

Brazil, which has granted him a large amount of wealth. In 

conclusion, he takes his wealth overland to England to avoid 

traveling at sea. Friday comes with him and along the way they 

endure one last adventure together as they fight off hundreds of 

famished wolves while crossing the Pyrenees.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lecture 5 

 
EARLY NOVELS AND NOVELISTS – ROBINSON CRUSOE 2 

 
Reception  
 published on April 25, 1719 

 Before the end of the year, this first volume had run through four 

editions. 

   

 Within years, it had reached an audience as wide as any book ever 

written in English. 

 By the end of the 19th century, no book in the history of Western 

literature had had more editions, spin-offs and translations than 

Robinson Crusoe, with more than 700 such alternative versions, 

including children's versions with mainly pictures and no text. 

Versions 
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 The term "Robinsonade" was coined to describe the genre of stories 

similar to Robinson Crusoe. 

 Defoe went on to write a lesser-known sequel, The Farther 

Adventures of Robinson Crusoe.  

 It was intended to be the last part of his stories, according to the 

original title-page of its first edition but a third part, Serious 

Reflections of Robinson Crusoe was written; it is a mostly forgotten 

series of moral essays with Crusoe's name attached to give interest. 

 

Themes: colonialism  

 Robinson Crusoe is the true symbol of the British conquest: The 

whole Anglo-Saxon spirit is in Crusoe. 

 Crusoe attempts to replicate his own society on the island: 

application of European technology, agriculture, and even a 

rudimentary political hierarchy.  

 The idealized master-servant relationship between Crusoe and 

Friday.  

 Crusoe represents the ―enlightened European.‖  Friday is the 

―savage‖ who can only be redeemed from his supposedly barbarous 

way of life through the assimilation into Crusoe's culture.  

 Nevertheless, within the novel Defoe also takes the opportunity to 

criticize the historic Spanish conquest of South America. 

Themes: Religion  

 Robinson is not a hero, but an everyman--a wanderer to become a 

pilgrim, building a  promised land on a desolate island.  

 Robinson becomes closer to God, not through listening to sermons 

in a church but through spending time alone amongst nature with 

only a Bible to read. 

 Defoe's central concern is the Christian notion of Providence.  

 

 

 

 

Lecture 6 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robinsonade
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THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE MODERN NOVEL 

 

The Anti-Novel Campaign  

 In the 1850s it was still common to find people who forbid their 

families from reading novels  

 To tell stories, especially fiction, was still considered by some to be 

a sin. This only made people more curious and desiring to read 

narratives and stories. 

 By the 1880s, the prohibition was softened. As Anthony Trollope 

records in his Autobiography (1883): ―Novels are read right and 

left, above stairs and below, in town houses and in country 

parsonages, by young countesses and by farmers‘ daughters, by old 

lawyers and by young students.‖  

 

 

 

Why did the novel become such a dominant literary form in the 

Victorian period?  

 The audience for the novel grew enormously during the nineteenth 

century. In part, this was due to economic factors: 

 The growth of cities, which provided bigger markets 

 The development of overseas readership in the colonies 

 Cheaper production costs both for paper and for print processes 

 Better distribution networks  

 The advertising and promotion work 

Add to that, the spread of literacy, the increase in wealth, the 

development of a middle class with leisure time, etc…  

 

“A novel is a splendid thing after a hard day’s work”  

―A novel is a splendid thing after a hard day‘s work, a sharp  practical 

tussle with the real world‖ 

This is how one of the characters in Mary Braddon‘s The Doctor‘s Wife 

(1864) described the novel. Reading fiction is a way of relaxing or 

winding down after a day of hard work for both men (working outside) 

and for women (doing housework).  

 

Novel Writers  

Novel writers were told in the Saturday Review 1887 that the average 

reader of novels is not a critical person, that he/she cares little for art 

for art‘s sake, and has no fixed ideas about the duties and 

responsibilities of an author: ―all he asks is that he may be amused 

and interested without taxing his own brains.‖ 

Eventually, a distinction developed between novels that were 

intellectually, psychologically and aesthetically demanding and ones 

that served primarily as a means of escapism and entertainment. 
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In the final decades of the Victorian era, a firm division was 

established between the artist or serious novelist and the masses of 

readers.  

 

Happy Endings  

 Until the end of the 19
th

 century, there were palpable demands on 

novel writers to make their novels have a happy ending.  

 Dickens is known to have changed the ending of some of his novels 

to please the reader with a happy ending. 

 George Eliot is known to have opposed the idea. She demanded that 

the readers should curb their desire for fiction to provide the 

exceptional and romantic (fairy tales) and learn rather of the 

importance of the ordinary, the everyday, the commonplace 

 

Novels and Romance  

 The issue of happy endings was essentially a question about the 

place of romance in the novel. Romances have a history of 

providing escapism. John Ruskow writes: 

 ―The best romance becomes dangerous, if, by its excitement, it 

renders the ordinary course of a life uninteresting, and increases the 

morbid thirst for useless acquaintance with scenes in which we shall 

never be called upon to act.‖  (Sesame and Lilies, 1865)  

 

 

 

 

Lecture 7 

REALISM AND THE NOVEL 

 
The Development of realism  

     The foundations of early bourgeois realism were laid by Daniel Defoe 

and Jonathan Swift, but their novels, though of a new type and with a 

new hero, were based on imaginary voyages and adventures supposed to 

take place far from England.  

Gradually the readers‘ tastes changed. They wanted to find more and 

more of their own life reflected in literature, their everyday life of a 

bourgeois family with its joys and sorrows. 

These  demands were satisfied when  the great novels of Samuel 

Richardson, Henry Fielding, Tobias Smollet appeared one after another.  

 
Sympathy for the Common Man  

 

 The greatest merit of these novelists lies in their deep sympathy 

for the common man, the man in the street, who had become the 

central figure of the new bourgeois world. 
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 The common  man is shown in his actual surroundings, which 

makes him so convincing, believable, and true to life.  

 
Realism in the Victorian Novel  

 Realist writers sought to narrate their novels from an objective, 

unbiased perspective that simply and clearly represented the 

factual elements of the story. 

 They became masters at psychological characterization, detailed 

descriptions of everyday life in realistic settings, and dialogue that 

captures the idioms of natural human speech. 

 The realists endeavored to accurately represent contemporary 

culture and people from all walks of life. 

 THUS, REALIST WRITERS OFTEN ADDRESSED THEMES OF SOCIOECONOMIC CONFLICT 

BY CONTRASTING THE LIVING CONDITIONS OF THE POOR WITH THOSE OF THE UPPER 

CLASSES IN URBAN AS WELL AS RURAL SOCIETIES. 

 REALIST WRITERS ARE WIDELY CELEBRATED FOR THEIR MASTERY OF OBJECTIVE, 

THIRD-PERSON NARRATION.  

 MANY REALIST NOVELS ARE CONSIDERED TO BE RELIABLE SOCIOCULTURAL 

DOCUMENTS OF NINETEENTH-CENTURY SOCIETY.  

 CRITICS CONSISTENTLY PRAISE THE REALISTS FOR THEIR SUCCESS IN ACCURATELY 

REPRESENTING ALL ASPECTS OF SOCIETY, CULTURE, AND POLITICS CONTEMPORARY 

TO THEIR OWN.  

 REALISM HAS EXERTED A PROFOUND AND WIDESPREAD IMPACT ON MANY ASPECTS 

OF TWENTIETH-CENTURY THOUGHT, INCLUDING RELIGION, PHILOSOPHY, AND 

PSYCHOLOGY.  

 CHARACTERISTICS OF THE REALIST NOVEL  

 

 THE LINEAR FLOW OF NARRATIVE  

 THE UNITY AND COHERENCE OF PLOT AND CHARACTER AND THE CAUSE AND EFFECT 

DEVELOPMENT  

 THE MORAL AND PHILOSOPHICAL MEANING OF LITERARY ACTION  

 THE ADVOCACY OF BOURGEOIS RATIONALITY  

 RATIONAL, PUBLIC, OBJECTIVE DISCOURSE  

 THE REALIST NOVEL OF THE NINETEENTH CENTURY WAS WRITTEN IN OPPOSITION 

TO THE ROMANCE OF MEDIEVAL TIMES  

 REPRESENTATION OF ―REAL LIFE‖ EXPERIENCES AND CHARACTERS VERSUS IDEAL 

LOVE, IDEAL MORAL CODES IDEAL CHARACTERS (NOBILITY), AND FIXED SOCIAL 

VALUES  

 

 

 

 

Lecture 8 

MODERNISM AND THE NOVEL 
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Modernism: Background  

 BY THE END OF THE 19TH CENTURY, ARTISTS AND NOVELISTS WERE ALREADY 

BECOMING UNSATISFIED WITH REALISM. 

 REJECTION OF REALISM AND NATURALISM BECAME COMMON 

 A WIDE RANGE OF EXPERIMENTAL AND AVANT-GARDE TRENDS (ALL THE –ISMS: 

DADAISM, SURREALISM, EXPRESSIONISM, FUTURISM, ETC.) 

 A REACTION TO THE MODERN, URBAN EXPERIENCE 

 A REJECTION OF BOURGEOIS VALUES 

Discontinuity and Fragmentation  

      REALISM STRESSED THE ROLE OF ART AS A MIRROR OF SOCIAL REALITY, THE 

VALUES OF BOURGEOIS SOCIETY, AND NOTIONS OF PROGRESS. 

 MODERNISM QUESTIONED ART‘S CAPABILITY TO REFLECT REALITY, QUESTIONED THE 

COHERENCE OF THAT REALITY, THE BOURGEOIS VALUES OF SOCIETY AND THE 

NOTIONS OF PROGRESS AND HAPPINESS.   

 LIFE AND REALITY ARE NOT COHERENT OR SIMPLE AND IT IS AN ILLUSION TO THINK 

THAT THE NOVEL OR ART IN GENERAL CAN SIMPLY DEPICT THEM LIKE A MIRROR.  

BOURGEOIS VALUES AND MORALITY ARE FAKE AND SUPERFICIAL 

 

What modernism stressed instead was: 

 DISCONTINUITY AND FRAGMENTATION 

 JUXTAPOSITION AND MULTIPLE POINTS OF VIEW 

 LACK OF A UNITARY SELF 

 ―SELF‖ IS SEEN AS ARTIFICIAL, A SOCIAL FICTION 

 THE INDIVIDUAL IS STRIPPED OF THE TRADITIONAL DEFINING CATEGORIES OF 

PERSONHOOD 

 

Modernist fiction  

Stressed: 

 CRISIS RATHER THAN COHERENT REALITY 

 ATTEMPTS TO REPRESENT MULTIPLE TRUTHS AS REFLECTED IN CONSCIOUSNESS AND 

THE PSYCHE 

 REJECTION OF EXTERNAL, UNITARY, COHERENT APPEARANCE OF REALIST 

CONVENTIONS 

 STRESSES A LACK OF CAUSALITY (CHAOS) 

 INSUFFICIENCY OF LANGUAGE (INCAPABILITY TO REPRESENT) 

 

 OPPOSITIONAL RELATIONS BETWEEN THE INDIVIDUAL AND THE SOCIAL, (THE 

ALIENATION OF THE INDIVIDUAL IN HIS/HER SOCIAL ENVIRONMENT) 

 ANTIBOURGEOIS (BECAUSE BOURGEOIS VALUES AND LIFESTYLE ARE FAKE AND 

SUPERFICIAL) 

 USES FIRST PERSON NARRATOR, AND HE/SHE IS OFTEN UNRELIABLE, REFLECTING 

THE DIFFICULTY TO REPRESENT REALITY 

 REFLECTS A SENSE OF URBAN DISLOCATION AND ALIENATION 

WORKS BY MALE WRITERS TEND TO BE MISOGYNISTIC 

 

Compare: Édouard Manet, “Breakfast in the Studio”   

(Realist Art)  
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With: Picasso “Weeping Woman” (Modernist Art)  

 DISCONTINUITY AND FRAGMENTATION 

 JUXTAPOSITION AND MULTIPLE POINTS OF VIEW  

 LACK OF A UNITARY SELF 

 ―SELF‖ IS SEEN AS ARTIFICIAL, A SOCIAL FICTION OF 

 UNDETERMINED STATUS 

 INDIVIDUAL IS STRIPPED OF THE TRADITIONAL DEFINING  

CATEGORIES OF PERSONHOOD 

 

Or Picasso’s famous Guernica 1937  

 

Or any of Salvador Dali’s work  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lecture 9 
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HEART OF DARKNESS: BACKGROUND 

 
Joseph Conrad: 1857-1924  

 BORN JÓZEF TEODOR CONRAD KORZENIOWSKI IN RUSSIAN  

OCCUPIED UKRAINE 

 1874 JOINED FRENCH MERCHANT MARINES, LATER THE  

BRITISH 

 1886 BECAME BRITISH CITIZEN 

1890 TRAVELED TO CONGO  
 

Major works:  

    THE NIGGER OF THE NARCISSUS (1897) 

 LORD JIM (1900) 

 NOSTROMO (1904) 

 THE SECRET AGENT (1907) 

 THE SECRET SHARER (1909) 

 

Heart of Darkness (1899, 1902) 

 ACCORDING TO CONRAD, IT IS BASED ON REAL EVENTS–  

 CONRAD IS "MARLOW" IN THE NOVELLA.  

 CONRAD, BORN IN RUSSIA OF POLISH PARENTS, DID NOT LEARN TO SPEAK ENGLISH 

UNTIL HE WAS IN HIS LATE 20S, YET HE WROTE HEART OF DARKNESS IN ENGLISH 

AND IS CONSIDERED TO BE A BRITISH NOVELIST AND ONE OF THE BEST PROSE 

WRITERS IN THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE.  

 

Heart of Darkness: background  

 HEART OF DARKNESS IS SET IN THE CONGO AT THE TIME OF THE BELGIAN 

COLONIZATION 

 AFRICA WAS THE LAST CONTINENT TO BE OVERTAKEN BY EUROPEANS. 

   

 THERE WAS A BIG PUSH TO COLONIZE BY BRITAIN, FRANCE, GERMANY, 

NETHERLANDS, AND BELGIUM.  

 THERE WAS NO REGARD FOR THE NATIVE INHABITANTS. MILLIONS OF AFRICANS 

WERE KILLED AND MAIMED OR WORKED TO DEATH. 

  

KING LEOPOLD II of Belgium  

 LEOPOLD II BECAME KING OF BELGIUM IN 1865  

 HE WAS GREEDY, INEPT, AND UNSCRUPULOUS.  

 LEOPOLD HAD AN INFERIORITY COMPLEX DUE TO HIS 

 SMALL STATURE AND BECAUSE BELGIUM WAS SMALL AND WEAK.  

 HE WANTED TO ACQUIRE COLONIES AND COMPETE POLITICALLY 

 WITH THE BIG POWERS LIKE FRANCE AND ENGLAND 

 

The Colonization of the Congo  

 IN 1876 [LEOPOLD] ORGANIZED A PRIVATE HOLDING COMPANY DISGUISED AS AN 

INTERNATIONAL SCIENTIFIC AND PHILANTHROPIC ASSOCIATION.  
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 IN 1879, UNDER THE AUSPICES OF THE HOLDING COMPANY, HE HIRED THE FAMOUS 

EXPLORER HENRY MORTON STANLEY TO ESTABLISH A COLONY IN THE CONGO 

REGION‖  

 LEOPOLD II FINANCED EXPLORATION OF THE CONGO AREA, LAID CLAIM TO IT, AND 

MADE IT HIS PRIVATE COLONY.  

 IT BELONGED TO THE MAN, NOT TO THE COUNTRY OF BELGIUM. IT WAS THEREFORE 

CALLED A "CROWN COLONY."  

 PROFITS FROM THE AREA WENT INTO HIS OWN POCKET, NOT INTO THE TREASURY OF 

BELGIUM.  

 

The Congo Free State  

 BELGIAN CONGO AREA WAS LARGER THAN BRITAIN,  

FRANCE, SPAIN, ITALY AND GERMANY COMBINED. 

   

 LEOPOLD CALLED IT THE "CONGO FREE STATE."  

 LATER IT BECAME KNOWN AS ZAIRE AND IS NOW  

CALLED DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC OF CONGO  

 

 CONGO FREE STATE IS CALLED BY ADAM HOCHSCHILD, AUTHOR OF THE BOOK 

KING LEOPOLD’S GHOST, "THE WORLD'S ONLY COLONY CLAIMED BY ONE MAN‖  

 THE BELGIAN CONGO UNDER LEOPOLD‘S RULE BECAME AN EXAMPLE OF HOW 

TERRIBLE COLONIAL RULE CAN BE.  

 THE NATIVE PEOPLE WERE TREATED AS COMMODITIES, AND ATROCITIES WERE 

COMMITTED AGAINST THEM  

 LEOPOLD HIRED THE FAMOUS EXPLORER HENRY MORTON STANLEY TO GET 

CONTROL OF THE CONGO.  

 STANLEY CUT A DEAL WITH THE CHIEFS OF THE NATIVE TRIBES AND GOT ECONOMIC 

CONTROL.  

 LEOPOLD REALIZED THAT HUGE PROFITS RELY ON FORCED LABOR, SO IT BECAME 

ILLEGAL TO PAY AN AFRICAN FOR HIS WORK  

 LEOPOLD ORDERED STANLEY TO PURCHASE AS MUCH LAND AS POSSIBLE AND TO 

ACQUIRE POWER AMONG THE CHIEFS FROM THE MOUTH OF THE CONGO RIVER AS 

FAR INTO THE INTERIOR AS POSSIBLE.  

 STANLEY GAINED CONTROL BY OFFERING THE CHIEFS BRIBES.  

 AN 1884 TREATY SIGNED BY STANLEY AND THE CHIEFS GAVE THE CHIEFS A PIECE 

OF CLOTH IN EXCHANGE FOR ALL OF THEIR WATERWAYS, ROADS, GAME, FISHING, 

MINING RIGHTS, AND FREEDOM-- FOREVER.  

 ONCE THE LAND WAS ACQUIRED, LEOPOLD IMPOSED TAXES ON THE ROADS, 

WATERWAYS, ETC. NATIVES WERE ALLOWED TO USE THEM, BUT THEY HAD TO PAY A 

TAX TO DO SO.  

 

Rubber and Ivory  

 LEOPOLD DECLARED A MONOPOLY ON RUBBER AND IVORY.  

 HIS AGENTS IN THE CONGO WERE GIVEN THE FREEDOM TO USE AS MUCH FORCE AS 

NECESSARY TO GET THE RUBBER AND IVORY.  

 THEIR PROFITS WERE BASED ON THE TOTAL AMOUNT EXTRACTED, SO IT WAS TO 

THEIR ADVANTAGE TO WORK THE NATIVES MERCILESSLY.  
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 LEOPOLD SET UP A MERCENARY FORCE CALLED THE FORCE PUBLIQUE - 19,000 

MEMBERS, MOST OF THEM AFRICANS. THEY CONTROLLED CONGO FREE STATE FOR 

LEOPOLD FOR 23 YEARS BETWEEN 1885 AND 1908, AND HELPED HIM EXTRACT 

RUBBER AND IVORY FROM THE AREA  

 

Forced Labor  

 THE FORCE PUBLIQUE TOOK OVER NATIVE VILLAGES IN AREAS WHERE THERE WAS 

RUBBER OR IVORY TO BE HARVESTED.  

 THEY MADE THE NATIVES WORK FOR THEM BUT DID NOT PAY THEM--IT WAS ILLEGAL 

TO PAY AN AFRICAN FOR HIS WORK. THIS IS CALLED ―FORCED LABOR.‖ 

  THE ONLY DIFFERENCE BETWEEN FORCED LABOR AND SLAVERY IS THAT THE 

WORKERS IN FORCED LABOR SITUATIONS ARE NOT ACTUALLY OWNED BY OTHER 

PEOPLE.  

 FORCED LABOR IS EVEN WORSE THAN SLAVERY BECAUSE IN SLAVERY, THE ―OWNER‖ 

IS ANXIOUS TO PROTECT HIS ―PROPERTY‖ AND HAS TO FEED THEM AND CLOTHE 

THEM. IN FORCED LABOR, THE WORKER WORK FOR FREE AND ARE RESPONSIBLE FOR 

THEIR OWN FOOD ETC.  

 

Leon Rom and Kurtz  

 THE HEAD OF THE FORCE PUBLIQUE WAS LEON ROM, A RUTHLESS AND CRUEL MAN 

WHO DECORATED HIS YARD WITH A FENCE FEATURING HUMAN SKULLS ON POSTS 

AND A GARDEN WITH A ROCKERY OF HUMAN SKULLS OF DEAD NATIVES 

   

 ROM KEPT A GALLOWS PERMANENTLY ERECTED IN HIS STATION TO INTIMIDATE THE 

WORKERS 

 THE CHARACTER KURTZ IN THE NOVELLA IS BASED ON LEON ROM.  

 THE FORCE PUBLIQUE WENT INTO VILLAGES AND  

CAPTURED THE NATIVES FOR FORCED LABOR.  

 THE WOMEN AND CHILDREN WERE SEPARATED FROM  

THE MEN AND HELD HOSTAGE UNTIL THE MEN BROUGHT 

 IN THEIR QUOTA OF RUBBER OR IVORY.  

 IF A WORKER DIDN'T MEET HIS QUOTA, SOMETIMES THE  

FORCE PUBLIQUE WOULD MOTIVATE HIM BY CUTTING OFF  

THE HAND OR FOOT OF ONE OF HIS CHILDREN  

 

 

 THE MEN WORE A NUMBERED METAL DISK ON  

A STRING AROUND THEIR NECKS. AN ACCOUNTANT 

 KEPT TRACK OF HOW MUCH IVORY OR RUBBER EACH  

WORKER BROUGHT IN.  

 THE FORCE PUBLIQUE SOLD THE WOMEN BACK TO  

THE NATIVES WHEN THEY WERE FINISHED IN THE AREA.  

 LEOPOLD CLAIMED THAT HIS GOAL WAS  

ULTIMATELY HUMANITARIAN-  

 

 IN 1908, LEOPOLD, REALIZING THAT HIS REIGN  

IN THE CONGO HAD COME TO AN END, HAD ALL THE  
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ARCHIVES OF THE BELGIAN GOVERNMENT BURNED TO  

DESTROY THE EVIDENCE OF THE ATROCITIES. THE FIRE  

BURNED FOR EIGHT DAYS AND NIGHTS  

 LEOPOLD II WAS RESPONSIBLE FOR THE DEATHS OF 

 BETWEEN TEN AND ELEVEN MILLION PEOPLE IN  

THE BELGIAN CONGO.  

 

Heart of Darkness  

 CONRAD, AUTHOR OF HEART OF DARKNESS, SAID THAT HEART OF DARKNESS IS A 

DOCUMENTARY--THE THINGS DESCRIBED IN IT REALLY HAPPENED.  

 CONRAD ACTUALLY DID GO TO THE CONGO AND WAS THE CAPTAIN OF A 

STEAMBOAT ON THE CONGO RIVER. HEART OF DARKNESS IS A RECORD OF HIS 

EXPERIENCE. 

   

 MARLOW IN THE NOVELLA = JOSEPH CONRAD  

 KURTZ IN THE NOVELLA = LEON ROM, HEAD OF THE FORCE PUBLIQUE  

 

 

 

Lecture 10 

HEART OF DARKNESS ONE 

 
Heart of Darkness: Part I  

 THE NOVEL BEGINS ON A YACHT CALLED THE NELLIE AT THE MOUTH OF THE RIVER 

THAMES IN LONDON. THE YACHT IS WAITING FOR THE TIDE TO GO OUT. 

 FIVE MEN RELAX ON THE DECK OF THE SHIP: THE DIRECTOR OF COMPANIES, WHO IS 

ALSO THE CAPTAIN AND HOST, THE LAWYER, THE ACCOUNTANT, MARLOW, AND 

THE UNNAMED NARRATOR.  

 THE FIVE MEN, OLD FRIENDS HELD TOGETHER BY ―THE BOND OF THE SEA,‖ ARE 

RESTLESS YET MEDITATIVE, AS IF WAITING FOR SOMETHING TO HAPPEN. AS 

DARKNESS BEGINS TO FALL, AND THE SCENE BECOMES ―LESS BRILLIANT BUT MORE 

PROFOUND,‖ THE MEN RECALL THE GREAT MEN AND SHIPS THAT HAVE SET FORTH 

FROM THE THAMES ON VOYAGES OF TRADE AND EXPLORATION, FREQUENTLY NEVER 

TO RETURN..  

 SUDDENLY MARLOW REMARKS THAT THIS VERY SPOT (LONDON, THE THAMES) WAS 

ONCE ―ONE OF THE DARK PLACES OF THE EARTH.‖  

 HE NOTES THAT WHEN THE ROMANS FIRST CAME TO ENGLAND, IT WAS A GREAT, 

SAVAGE WILDERNESS TO THEM. HE IMAGINES WHAT IT MUST HAVE BEEN LIKE FOR A 

YOUNG ROMAN CAPTAIN OR SOLDIER TO COME TO A PLACE SO FAR FROM HOME AND 

LACKING IN COMFORTS. 

 THIS REMINDS MARLOW OF HIS EXPERIENCE AS A ―FRESH-WATER SAILOR,‖ WHEN AS 

A YOUNG MAN HE CAPTAINED A STEAMSHIP GOING UP THE CONGO RIVER.  

 MARLOW RECOUNTS HOW HE OBTAINED A JOB WITH THE BELGIAN ―COMPANY‖ 

THAT TRADES ON THE CONGO RIVER (THE CONGO WAS THEN A BELGIAN COLONY) 
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THROUGH THE INFLUENCE OF HIS AUNT WHO HAD FRIENDS IN THE COMPANY‘S 

ADMINISTRATION.  

 THE COMPANY WAS EAGER TO SEND MARLOW TO AFRICA, BECAUSE ONE OF THE 

COMPANY‘S STEAMER CAPTAINS HAD RECENTLY BEEN KILLED IN A FIGHT WITH THE 

NATIVES. 

 AFTER HE HEARS THAT HE HAS GOTTEN THE JOB, MARLOW TRAVELS ACROSS THE 

ENGLISH CHANNEL TO A CITY THAT REMINDS HIM OF A ―WHITED SEPULCHRE‖ 

(PROBABLY BRUSSELS) TO SIGN HIS EMPLOYMENT CONTRACT AT THE COMPANY‘S 

OFFICE.  

 AT THE COMPANY‘S OFFICES, MARLOW FINDS TWO SINISTER WOMEN THERE 

KNITTING BLACK WOOL, ONE OF WHOM ADMITS HIM TO A WAITING ROOM, WHERE 

HE LOOKS AT A MAP OF AFRICA COLOR-CODED BY COLONIAL POWERS. 

 MARLOW SIGNS HIS CONTRACT, AND GOES TO BE CHECKED BY A DOCTOR. THE 

DOCTOR TAKES MEASUREMENTS OF HIS SKULL, REMARKING THAT HE 

UNFORTUNATELY DOESN‘T GET TO SEE THOSE MEN WHO MAKE IT BACK FROM 

AFRICA.  

 THE DOCTOR TELLS MARLOW, ―THE CHANGES TAKE PLACE INSIDE.‖ THE DOCTOR IS 

INTERESTED IN LEARNING ANYTHING THAT MAY GIVE BELGIANS AN ADVANTAGE IN 

COLONIAL SITUATIONS. 

 MARLOW THEN STOPS TO SAY GOODBYE TO HIS AUNT, WHO EXPRESSES THE HOPE 

THAT HE WILL AID IN THE CIVILIZATION OF SAVAGES DURING HIS SERVICE TO THE 

COMPANY, ―WEANING THOSE IGNORANT MILLIONS FROM THEIR HORRID WAYS.‖  

 MARLOW IS AWARE, THOUGH, THAT THE COMPANY OPERATES FOR PROFIT AND NOT 

FOR THE GOOD OF HUMANITY, AND HE IS BOTHERED BY HIS AUNT‘S NAÏVETÉ.  

 BEFORE BOARDING THE FRENCH STEAMER THAT IS TO TAKE HIM TO AFRICA, 

MARLOW HAS A BRIEF BUT STRANGE FEELING ABOUT HIS JOURNEY: THE FEELING 

THAT HE IS SETTING OFF FOR THE CENTER OF THE EARTH. 

 THE FRENCH STEAMER TAKES MARLOW ALONG THE COAST OF AFRICA, STOPPING 

PERIODICALLY TO LAND SOLDIERS AND CUSTOMS HOUSE OFFICERS. MARLOW FINDS 

HIS IDLENESS VEXING, AND THE TRIP SEEMS VAGUELY NIGHTMARISH TO HIM. AT ONE 

POINT, THEY COME ACROSS A FRENCH MAN-OF-WAR (A SHIP) SHELLING AN 

APPARENTLY UNINHABITED FOREST ALONG THE COAST.  

 THEY FINALLY ARRIVE AT THE MOUTH OF THE CONGO RIVER, WHERE MARLOW 

BOARDS ANOTHER STEAMSHIP BOUND FOR A POINT THIRTY MILES UPRIVER. THE 

CAPTAIN OF THE SHIP, A YOUNG SWEDE, RECOGNIZES MARLOW AS A SEAMAN AND 

INVITES HIM ON THE BRIDGE. THE SWEDE CRITICIZES THE COLONIAL OFFICIALS AND 

TELLS MARLOW ABOUT ANOTHER SWEDE WHO RECENTLY HANGED HIMSELF ON HIS 

WAY INTO THE INTERIOR. 

 MARLOW DISEMBARKS AT THE COMPANY‘S STATION, WHICH IS IN A TERRIBLE STATE 

OF DISREPAIR. HE SEES PILES OF DECAYING MACHINERY AND A CLIFF BEING BOMBED 

FOR NO APPARENT PURPOSE. HE ALSO SEES A GROUP OF BLACK PRISONERS WALKING 

ALONG IN CHAINS UNDER THE GUARD OF ANOTHER BLACK MAN, WHO WEARS A 

SHODDY UNIFORM AND CARRIES A RIFLE.  

 MARLOW REMARKS THAT HE HAD ALREADY KNOWN THE ―DEVILS‖ OF VIOLENCE, 

GREED, AND DESIRE, BUT THAT IN AFRICA HE BECAME ACQUAINTED WITH THE 

―FLABBY, PRETENDING, WEAK-EYED DEVIL OF A RAPACIOUS AND PITILESS FOLLY.‖ 
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FINALLY, MARLOW COMES TO A GROVE OF TREES AND, TO HIS HORROR, FINDS A 

GROUP OF DYING NATIVE LABORERS 

 HE OFFERS A BISCUIT TO ONE OF THEM; SEEING A BIT OF WHITE EUROPEAN YARN 

TIED AROUND HIS NECK, HE WONDERS AT ITS MEANING. HE MEETS A NEATLY 

DRESSED WHITE MAN, THE COMPANY‘S CHIEF ACCOUNTANT (NOT TO BE CONFUSED 

WITH MARLOW‘S FRIEND THE ACCOUNTANT FROM THE OPENING OF THE BOOK).  

 MARLOW SPENDS TEN DAYS HERE WAITING FOR A CARAVAN TO THE NEXT STATION. 

ONE DAY, THE CHIEF ACCOUNTANT TELLS HIM THAT IN THE INTERIOR HE WILL 

UNDOUBTEDLY MEET MR. KURTZ, A FIRST-CLASS AGENT WHO SENDS IN AS MUCH 

IVORY AS ALL THE OTHERS PUT TOGETHER AND IS DESTINED FOR ADVANCEMENT. 

HE TELLS MARLOW TO LET KURTZ KNOW THAT EVERYTHING IS SATISFACTORY AT 

THE OUTER STATION WHEN HE MEETS HIM.  

 MARLOW TRAVELS OVERLAND FOR TWO HUNDRED MILES WITH A CARAVAN OF SIXTY 

MEN. HE HAS ONE WHITE COMPANION WHO FALLS ILL AND MUST BE CARRIED BY THE 

NATIVE BEARERS, WHO START TO DESERT BECAUSE OF THE ADDED BURDEN.  

 AFTER FIFTEEN DAYS THEY ARRIVE AT THE DILAPIDATED CENTRAL STATION. 

MARLOW FINDS THAT THE STEAMER HE WAS TO COMMAND HAS SUNK. THE GENERAL 

MANAGER OF THE CENTRAL STATION HAD TAKEN THE BOAT OUT TWO DAYS BEFORE 

UNDER THE CHARGE OF A VOLUNTEER SKIPPER, AND THEY HAD TORN THE BOTTOM 

OUT ON SOME ROCKS. IN LIGHT OF WHAT HE LATER LEARNS, MARLOW SUSPECTS 

THE DAMAGE TO THE STEAMER MAY HAVE BEEN INTENTIONAL, TO KEEP HIM FROM 

REACHING KURTZ. 

 MARLOW SOON MEETS WITH THE GENERAL MANAGER, WHO STRIKES HIM AS AN 

ALTOGETHER AVERAGE MAN WHO LEADS BY INSPIRING AN ODD UNEASINESS IN 

THOSE AROUND HIM AND WHOSE AUTHORITY DERIVES MERELY FROM HIS 

RESISTANCE TO TROPICAL DISEASE.  

 THE MANAGER TELLS MARLOW THAT HE TOOK THE BOAT OUT IN A HURRY TO 

RELIEVE THE INNER STATIONS, ESPECIALLY THE ONE BELONGING TO KURTZ, WHO IS 

RUMORED TO BE ILL. HE PRAISES KURTZ AS AN EXCEPTIONAL AGENT AND TAKES 

NOTE THAT KURTZ IS TALKED ABOUT ON THE COAST. 

 IT TAKES MARLOW THREE MONTHS TO REPAIR HIS SHIP. ONE DAY DURING THIS 

TIME, A GRASS SHED HOUSING SOME TRADE GOODS BURNS DOWN, AND THE NATIVE 

LABORERS DANCE DELIGHTEDLY AS IT BURNS. 

 ONE OF THE NATIVES IS ACCUSED OF CAUSING THE FIRE AND IS BEATEN SEVERELY; 

HE DISAPPEARS INTO THE FOREST AFTER HE RECOVERS.  

 MARLOW OVERHEARS THE MANAGER TALKING WITH THE BRICKMAKER ABOUT 

KURTZ AT THE SITE OF THE BURNED HUT. HE ENTERS INTO CONVERSATION WITH 

THE BRICKMAKER AFTER THE MANAGER LEAVES, AND ENDS UP ACCOMPANYING THE 

MAN BACK TO HIS QUARTERS, WHICH ARE NOTICEABLY MORE LUXURIOUS THAN 

THOSE OF THE OTHER AGENTS.  

 MARLOW REALIZES AFTER A WHILE THAT THE BRICKMAKER IS PUMPING HIM FOR 

INFORMATION ABOUT THE INTENTIONS OF THE COMPANY‘S BOARD OF DIRECTORS 

IN EUROPE, ABOUT WHICH, OF COURSE, MARLOW KNOWS NOTHING.  
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 MARLOW NOTICES AN UNUSUAL PAINTING ON THE WALL, OF A BLINDFOLDED 

WOMAN WITH A LIGHTED TORCH; WHEN HE ASKS ABOUT IT, THE BRICKMAKER 

REVEALS THAT IT IS KURTZ‘S WORK. 

 THE BRICKMAKER TELLS MARLOW THAT KURTZ IS A PRODIGY, SENT AS A SPECIAL 

EMISSARY OF WESTERN IDEALS BY THE COMPANY‘S DIRECTORS AND BOUND FOR 

QUICK ADVANCEMENT.  

 HE ALSO REVEALS THAT HE HAS SEEN CONFIDENTIAL CORRESPONDENCE DEALING 

WITH MARLOW‘S APPOINTMENT, FROM WHICH HE HAS CONSTRUED THAT MARLOW 

IS ALSO A FAVORITE OF THE ADMINISTRATION. THEY GO OUTSIDE, AND THE 

BRICKMAKER TRIES TO GET HIMSELF INTO MARLOW‘S GOOD GRACES—AND KURTZ‘S 

BY PROXY, SINCE HE BELIEVES MARLOW IS ALLIED WITH KURTZ.  

 MARLOW REALIZES THE BRICKMAKER HAD PLANNED ON BEING ASSISTANT MANAGER, 

AND KURTZ‘S ARRIVAL HAS UPSET HIS CHANCES. SEEING AN OPPORTUNITY TO USE 

THE BRICKMAKER‘S INFLUENCE TO HIS OWN ENDS, MARLOW LETS THE MAN BELIEVE 

HE REALLY DOES HAVE INFLUENCE IN EUROPE AND TELLS HIM THAT HE WANTS A 

QUANTITY OF RIVETS FROM THE COAST TO REPAIR HIS SHIP. THE BRICKMAKER 

LEAVES HIM WITH A VEILED THREAT ON HIS LIFE, BUT MARLOW ENJOYS HIS OBVIOUS 

DISTRESS AND CONFUSION. 

 THE ELDORADO EXPLORING EXPEDITION, A GROUP OF WHITE MEN INTENT ON 

―TEAR[ING] TREASURE OUT OF THE BOWELS OF THE LAND,‖ ARRIVES, LED BY THE 

MANAGER‘S UNCLE, WHO SPENDS HIS ENTIRE TIME AT THE STATION TALKING 

CONSPIRATORIALLY WITH HIS NEPHEW.  

 MARLOW GIVES UP ON EVER RECEIVING THE RIVETS HE NEEDS TO REPAIR HIS SHIP, 

AND TURNS TO WONDERING DISINTERESTEDLY ABOUT KURTZ AND HIS IDEALS. 

 

 

 

Lecture 11 

HEART OF DARKNESS TWO 

 

 
Heart of Darkness: Part II  

 WHILE MARLOW IS WAITING FOR HIS SHIP TO BE REPAIRED, HE OVERHEARS ONE 

NIGHT THE MANAGER AND HIS UNCLE COMPLAINING ABOUT KURTZ AND DISCUSSING 

HOW TO GET RID OF HIM. HE HEARS THEM SAY THAT KURTZ WAS VERY ILL AND 

THEY HOPE HE WOULD JUST DIE. 

 MARLOW THEN LEAVES ON A TWO-MONTH TRIP UP THE RIVER TO INNER STATION 

WHERE KURTZ IS. HE TAKES ALONG THE MANAGER AND SEVERAL ―PILGRIMS.‖ THE 

RIVER IS TREACHEROUS AND THE TRIP IS DIFFICULT; THE SHIP PROCEEDS ONLY WITH 

THE HELP OF A CREW OF NATIVES THE EUROPEANS CALL CANNIBALS, WHO ACTUALLY 

PROVE TO BE QUITE REASONABLE PEOPLE.  

 FIFTY MILES AWAY FROM KURTZ‘S INNER STATION, MARLOW AND HIS COMPANIONS 

FIND A HUT WITH A STACK OF FIREWOOD AND A NOTE THAT SAYS, ―WOOD FOR 

YOU. HURRY UP. APPROACH CAUTIOUSLY.‖ THEY CAN‘T READ THE SIGNATURE, BUT 

IT IS CLEARLY NOT KURTZ‘S.  
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 INSIDE THE HUT, MARLOW FINDS A BATTERED OLD BOOK ON SEAMANSHIP WITH 

NOTES IN THE MARGIN IN WHAT LOOKS LIKE CODE. THE MANAGER CONCLUDES 

THAT THE WOOD MUST HAVE BEEN LEFT BY THE RUSSIAN TRADER, A MAN ABOUT 

WHOM MARLOW HAS OVERHEARD THE MANAGER COMPLAINING. AFTER TAKING 

ABOARD THE FIREWOOD THAT SERVES AS THE SHIP‘S FUEL, THE PARTY CONTINUES 

UP THE RIVER, THE STEAMER STRUGGLING AND ABOUT TO GIVE UP WORKING 

COMPLETELY.  

 MARLOW WONDERS ABOUT KURTZ CONSTANTLY AS THEY CRAWL ALONG TOWARD 

HIM..  

 THEY STOP AGAIN 8 MILES AWAY FROM KURTZ‘ STATION BECAUSE OF THE FOG. 

THEY HEAR A LOUD, DESOLATE CRY, FOLLOWED BY SAVAGE VOICES, AND THEN 

SILENCE AGAIN. THEY PREPARE FOR ATTACK. THE WHITES ARE BADLY SHAKEN, BUT 

THE AFRICAN CREWMEN RESPOND WITH QUIET ALERTNESS.  

 THE LEADER OF THE CANNIBALS TELLS MARLOW THAT HIS PEOPLE WANT TO EAT 

THE PEOPLE MAKING THE LOUD CRIES. MARLOW REALIZES THAT THE CANNIBALS 

MUST BE VERY HUNGRY. THEIR ONLY FOOD, A SUPPLY OF ROTTING HIPPO MEAT, WAS 

LONG SINCE THROWN OVERBOARD BY THE PILGRIMS. 

 MARLOW DOES NOT THINK THE NATIVES WILL ATTACK BECAUSE THEIR CRIES 

SOUNDED MORE SORROWFUL THAN WARLIKE. BUT THEY DO ATTACK ABOUT A MILE 

AND A HALF FROM THE STATION. SUDDENLY THE AIR WAS FILLED WITH ARROWS. 

THE HELMSMAN IS KILLED WITH A SPEAR. 

 MARLOW FRIGHTENS THE ATTACKERS AWAY BY SOUNDING THE STEAM WHISTLE 

REPEATEDLY, AND THEY GIVE UP THE ATTACK AND MAKE A PROLONGED CRY OF 

FEAR AND DESPAIR. MARLOW THINKS THAT KURTZ IS NOW DEAD AS WELL, AND HE 

FEELS A TERRIBLE DISAPPOINTMENT AT THE THOUGHT.  

 THE NARRATIVE COMES BACK TO THE NELLIE ON THE THAMES. MARLOW NOTES 

THAT KURTZ HAD A FIANCÉE, HIS INTENDED (AS KURTZ CALLED HER), WAITING FOR 

HIM IN EUROPE. WHAT MARLOW FIND SIGNIFICANT ABOUT HER IS THE AIR OF 

POSSESSION AND OWNERSHIP KURTZ ASSUMED WHEN SPEAKING ABOUT HER: INDEED, 

KURTZ SPOKE OF EVERYTHING - IVORY, THE INNER STATION, THE RIVER - AS BEING 

HIS. IT IS THIS SENSE OF DARK MASTERY THAT DISTURBS MARLOW MOST.  

 MARLOW ALSO MENTIONS A REPORT KURTZ HAS WRITTEN AT THE REQUEST OF THE 

INTERNATIONAL SOCIETY FOR THE SUPPRESSION OF SAVAGE CUSTOMS. THE 

REPORT IS ELOQUENT AND POWERFUL, IF LACKING IN PRACTICAL SUGGESTIONS. IT 

CONCLUDES, HOWEVER, WITH A HANDWRITTEN POSTSCRIPT: ―EXTERMINATE ALL 

THE BRUTES!‖  

 MARLOW SUGGESTS THAT THIS IS THE RESULT OF KURTZ‘S ABSORPTION INTO 

NATIVE LIFE—THAT BY THE TIME HE CAME TO WRITE THIS NOTE HE HAD ASSUMED A 

POSITION OF POWER WITH RESPECT TO THE NATIVES AND HAD BEEN A PARTICIPANT 

IN ―UNSPEAKABLE RITES,‖ WHERE SACRIFICES HAD BEEN MADE IN HIS NAME. AT THIS 

POINT, MARLOW ALSO REVEALS THAT HE FEELS HE IS RESPONSIBLE FOR THE ―CARE 

OF [KURTZ‘S] MEMORY,‖ AND THAT HE HAS NO CHOICE BUT TO REMEMBER AND 

CONTINUE TO TALK ABOUT THE MAN. 

 MARLOW RETURNS BACK TO THE STORY. THE INNER STATION COMES INTO VIEW 

NOW. IT LOOKS DECAYED BUT IS STILL STANDING. 

 A WHITE MAN, THE RUSSIAN TRADER, BECKONS TO THEM FROM THE SHORE. HE 

WEARS A PATCHWORK SUIT AND BABBLES INCESSANTLY. HE TELLS MARLOW THAT 
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THE NATIVES MEAN NO HARM, AND THAT THE SHIP‘S WHISTLE IS THE BEST MEANS 

TO SCARE THEM OFF. HE TELLS MARLOW HE HAS BEEN A MERCHANT SEAMAN AND 

WAS WORKING FOR A DUTCH COMPANY.  

 THE RUSSIAN TELLS MARLOW THAT THE STEAMER WAS ATTACKED BECAUSE THE 

NATIVES DO NOT WANT KURTZ TO LEAVE. THE RUSSIAN ALSO OFFERS YET ANOTHER 

ENIGMATIC PICTURE OF KURTZ. ONE DOES NOT TALK TO KURTZ BUT LISTENS TO 

HIM. HE CREDITS KURTZ FOR HAVING ―ENLARGED HIS MIND.‖ 

 

Lecture 12 

HEART OF DARKNESS THREE 

 
Heart of Darkness: Part III  

 THE RUSSIAN TRADER BEGS MARLOW TO TAKE KURTZ AWAY QUICKLY. HE TELLS 

MARLOW THAT KURTZ IS A GREAT MAN, THAT HE NURSED KURTZ THROUGH TWO 

ILLNESSES BUT SOMETIMES WOULD NOT SEE HIM FOR LONG PERIODS OF TIME, 

DURING WHICH KURTZ WAS OUT RAIDING THE COUNTRYSIDE FOR IVORY WITH A 

NATIVE TRIBE HE HAD GOTTEN TO FOLLOW HIM.  

 ALTHOUGH KURTZ HAS BEHAVED ERRATICALLY AND ONCE EVEN THREATENED TO 

SHOOT THE TRADER OVER A SMALL STASH OF IVORY, THE TRADER NEVERTHELESS 

INSISTS THAT KURTZ CANNOT BE JUDGED AS ONE WOULD JUDGE A NORMAL MAN. 

HE HAS TRIED TO GET KURTZ TO RETURN TO CIVILIZATION SEVERAL TIMES. THE 

RUSSIAN TELLS MARLOW THAT KURTZ IS EXTREMELY ILL NOW.  

 AS HE LISTENS TO THE TRADER, MARLOW LOOKS THROUGH HIS BINOCULARS AND 

SEES THAT WHAT HE HAD ORIGINALLY TAKEN FOR ORNAMENTAL BALLS ON THE TOPS 

OF FENCE POSTS IN THE STATION COMPOUND ARE ACTUALLY SEVERED HEADS 

TURNED TO FACE THE STATION HOUSE. HE IS REPELLED BUT NOT PARTICULARLY 

SURPRISED. THE RUSSIAN APOLOGETICALLY EXPLAINS THAT THESE ARE THE HEADS 

OF REBELS, AN EXPLANATION THAT MAKES MARLOW LAUGH OUT LOUD. THE 

RUSSIAN MAKES A POINT OF TELLING MARLOW THAT HE HAS HAD NO MEDICINE OR 

SUPPLIES WITH WHICH TO TREAT KURTZ; HE ALSO ASSERTS THAT KURTZ HAS BEEN 

SHAMEFULLY ABANDONED BY THE COMPANY.  

 AT THAT MOMENT, THE PILGRIMS EMERGE FROM THE STATION-HOUSE WITH KURTZ 

ON AN IMPROVISED STRETCHER, AND A GROUP OF NATIVES RUSHES OUT OF THE 

FOREST WITH A PIERCING CRY. KURTZ SPEAKS TO THE NATIVES, AND THE NATIVES 

WITHDRAW AND ALLOW THE PARTY TO PASS. THE MANAGER AND THE PILGRIMS LAY 

KURTZ IN ONE OF THE SHIP‘S CABINS AND GIVE HIM HIS MAIL, WHICH THEY HAVE 

BROUGHT FROM THE CENTRAL STATION. SOMEONE HAS WRITTEN TO KURTZ ABOUT 

MARLOW, AND KURTZ TELLS HIM THAT HE IS ―GLAD‖ TO SEE HIM. THE MANAGER 

ENTERS THE CABIN TO SPEAK WITH KURTZ, AND MARLOW WITHDRAWS TO THE 

STEAMER‘S DECK. FROM HERE HE SEES TWO NATIVES STANDING NEAR THE RIVER 

WITH IMPRESSIVE HEADDRESSES AND SPEARS, AND A BEAUTIFUL NATIVE WOMAN 

DRAPED IN ORNAMENTS PACING GRACEFULLY ALONG THE SHORE. SHE STOPS AND 

STARES OUT AT THE STEAMER FOR A WHILE AND THEN MOVES AWAY INTO THE 

FOREST.  
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 MARLOW HEARS KURTZ YELLING AT THE MANAGER INSIDE THE CABIN. KURTZ 

ACCUSES THE MEN OF COMING FOR THE IVORY RATHER THAN TO HELP HIM, AND HE 

THREATENS THE MANAGER FOR INTERFERING WITH HIS PLANS. 

 THE MANAGER COMES OUT AND TELLS MARLOW THAT THEY HAVE DONE 

EVERYTHING POSSIBLE FOR KURTZ, BUT HIS UNSOUND METHODS HAVE CLOSED THE 

DISTRICT OFF TO THE COMPANY FOR THE TIME BEING. HE SAYS HE PLANS ON 

REPORTING KURTZ‘S ―COMPLETE WANT OF JUDGMENT‖ TO THE COMPANY‘S 

DIRECTORS.  

 MARLOW IS THOROUGHLY DISGUSTED BY THE MANAGER‘S HYPOCRITICAL 

CONDEMNATION OF KURTZ, AND HE TELLS THE MANAGER THAT HE THINKS KURTZ 

IS A ―REMARKABLE MAN.‖ WITH THIS STATEMENT, MARLOW PERMANENTLY 

ALIENATES HIMSELF FROM THE MANAGER AND THE REST OF THE COMPANY 

FUNCTIONARIES. LIKE KURTZ, MARLOW IS NOW CLASSIFIED AMONG THE REBELS LIKE 

KURTZ WHO USE ―UNSOUND METHODS.‖  

 THE RUSSIAN ASKS MARLOW TO PROTECT KURTZ‘S REPUTATION, MARLOW TELLS 

THE RUSSIAN THAT THE MANAGER HAS SPOKEN OF HAVING HIM (THE RUSSIAN) 

HANGED. THE TRADER IS NOT SURPRISED. HE ASKS MARLOW FOR TOBACCO, GUN 

CARTRIDGES, AND SHOES, LEAVES IN A CANOE WITH SOME NATIVES.  

 MARLOW GETS UP IN THE MIDDLE OF THE NIGHT AND FINDS THAT KURTZ IS GONE. 

HE IS WORRIED, BUT HE DOES NOT RAISE AN ALARM, AND INSTEAD DECIDES TO 

LEAVE THE SHIP TO SEARCH FOR KURTZ HIMSELF. HE FINDS HIM CRAWLING ON ALL 

FOUR AND CONVINCES HIM TO COME BACK TELLING HIM THAT PEOPLE IN EUROPE 

THINK OF HIM AS A SUCCESS.  

 THE STEAMER DEPARTS THE NEXT DAY AT NOON, AND THE NATIVES APPEAR ON THE 

SHORE TO WATCH IT GO. KURTZ WATCHES THROUGH THE WINDOW AS THE NATIVES 

MAKE CRIES AND SAD CHANTS. MARLOW SOUNDS THE WHISTLE AS HE SEES THE 

PILGRIMS GET OUT THEIR RIFLES, AND THE CROWD SCATTERS. ONLY THE WOMAN 

REMAINS STANDING ON THE SHORE.  

 THE STEAMER SAILS BACK ON RIVER UPWARD TOWARD CIVILIZATION. THE 

MANAGER, SEEING THAT KURTZ SO SICK AND MIGHT DIE, IS PLEASED TO HAVE 

THINGS UNDER HIS CONTROL; HE IGNORES MARLOW, WHO NOW IS SEEN TO BELONG 

TO THE ―UNSOUND‖ BUT HARMLESS PARTY.  

 MARLOW, FOR THE MOST PART, IS LEFT ALONE WITH KURTZ. KURTZ TALKS ON A 

VARIETY OF SUBJECTS. MARLOW IS ALTERNATELY IMPRESSED AND DISAPPOINTED. 

KURTZ‘S PHILOSOPHICAL MUSINGS ARE INTERSPERSED WITH GRANDIOSE AND 

CHILDISH PLANS FOR FAME AND FORTUNE. 

 THE STEAMER BREAKS DOWN, AND REPAIRS TAKE SOME TIME. MARLOW ALSO 

BECOMES ILL, AND THE WORK IS HARD ON HIM. KURTZ SEEMS TROUBLED, PROBABLY 

BECAUSE THE DELAY HAS MADE HIM REALIZE THAT HE PROBABLY WILL NOT MAKE IT 

BACK TO EUROPE ALIVE. WORRIED THAT THE MANAGER WILL GAIN CONTROL OF HIS 

―LEGACY,‖ KURTZ GIVES MARLOW A BUNDLE OF PAPERS FOR SAFEKEEPING.  

 KURTZ‘S RAMBLINGS BECOME MORE ABSTRACT AND MORE RHETORICAL AS HIS 

CONDITION WORSENS. MARLOW BELIEVES HE IS RECITING PORTIONS OF ARTICLES HE 

HAS WRITTEN FOR THE NEWSPAPERS: KURTZ THINKS IT HIS ―DUTY‖ TO DISSEMINATE 

HIS IDEAS. FINALLY, ONE NIGHT, KURTZ ADMITS TO MARLOW THAT HE IS ―WAITING 

FOR DEATH.‖  
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 AS MARLOW APPROACHES, KURTZ SEEMS TO BE RECEIVING SOME PROFOUND 

KNOWLEDGE OR VISION, AND THE LOOK ON HIS FACE FORCES MARLOW TO STOP 

AND STARE. KURTZ CRIES OUT—―THE HORROR! THE HORROR!‖—AND MARLOW 

FLEES, NOT WANTING TO WATCH THE MAN DIE. HE JOINS THE MANAGER IN THE 

DINING HALL, WHICH IS SUDDENLY OVERRUN BY FLIES. A MOMENT LATER, A 

SERVANT COMES IN TO TELL THEM, ―MISTAH KURTZ—HE DEAD.‖ 

 THE PILGRIMS BURY KURTZ THE NEXT DAY. MARLOW BECOMES ILL AND NEARLY DIES 

HIMSELF. HE SUFFERS GREATLY, BUT THE WORST THING ABOUT HIS NEAR-DEATH 

EXPERIENCE IS HIS REALIZATION THAT IN THE END HE WOULD HAVE ―NOTHING TO 

SAY.‖ KURTZ, HE REALIZES, WAS REMARKABLE BECAUSE HE ―HAD SOMETHING TO 

SAY. HE SAID IT.‖ ONCE HE HAS RECOVERED SUFFICIENTLY, HE LEAVES AFRICA AND 

RETURNS TO BRUSSELS.  

 IN BRUSSELS, MARLOW RESENTS PEOPLE FOR THEIR PETTY SELF-IMPORTANCE AND 

SMUG COMPLACENCY. HIS AUNT NURSES HIM BACK TO HEALTH, BUT HIS DISORDER 

IS MORE EMOTIONAL THAN PHYSICAL. A REPRESENTATIVE OF THE COMPANY COMES 

TO RETRIEVE THE PACKET OF PAPERS KURTZ ENTRUSTED TO MARLOW, BUT 

MARLOW WILL GIVE HIM ONLY THE PAMPHLET ON THE ―SUPPRESSION OF SAVAGE 

CUSTOMS,‖ WITH THE POSTSCRIPT (THE HANDWRITTEN ―EXTERMINATE ALL THE 

BRUTES!‖) TORN OFF. THE MAN THREATENS LEGAL ACTION TO OBTAIN THE REST OF 

THE PACKET‘S CONTENTS.  

 ANOTHER MAN, CALLING HIMSELF KURTZ‘S COUSIN, APPEARS AND TAKES SOME 

LETTERS TO THE FAMILY. THE COUSIN TELLS HIM THAT KURTZ HAD BEEN A GREAT 

MUSICIAN. MARLOW AND THE COUSIN PONDER KURTZ‘S MYRIAD TALENTS AND 

DECIDE THAT HE IS BEST DESCRIBED AS A ―UNIVERSAL GENIUS.‖  

 A JOURNALIST COLLEAGUE OF KURTZ‘S APPEARS AND TAKES THE PAMPHLET FOR 

PUBLICATION. THIS MAN BELIEVES KURTZ‘S TRUE SKILLS WERE IN POPULAR OR 

EXTREMIST POLITICS. 

 FINALLY, MARLOW IS LEFT WITH ONLY A FEW LETTERS AND A PICTURE OF KURTZ‘S 

INTENDED. MARLOW GOES TO SEE HER WITHOUT REALLY KNOWING WHY. KURTZ‘S 

MEMORY COMES FLOODING BACK TO HIM AS HE STANDS ON HER DOORSTEP. HE 

FINDS THE INTENDED STILL IN MOURNING, THOUGH IT HAS BEEN OVER A YEAR SINCE 

KURTZ‘S DEATH. HE GIVES HER THE PACKET, AND SHE ASKS IF HE KNEW KURTZ 

WELL. HE REPLIES THAT HE KNEW HIM AS WELL AS IT IS POSSIBLE FOR ONE MAN TO 

KNOW ANOTHER. 

 HIS PRESENCE FULFILLS HER NEED FOR A SYMPATHETIC EAR, AND SHE CONTINUALLY 

PRAISES KURTZ. HER SENTIMENTALITY BEGINS TO ANGER MARLOW, BUT HE HOLDS 

BACK HIS ANNOYANCE UNTIL IT GIVES WAY TO PITY.  

 SHE SAYS SHE WILL MOURN KURTZ FOREVER, AND ASKS MARLOW TO REPEAT HIS 

LAST WORDS TO GIVE HER SOMETHING UPON WHICH TO SUSTAIN HERSELF. MARLOW 

LIES AND TELLS HER THAT KURTZ‘S LAST WORD WAS HER NAME. SHE RESPONDS 

THAT SHE WAS CERTAIN THAT THIS WAS THE CASE.  

 MARLOW ENDS HIS STORY HERE, AND THE NARRATOR LOOKS OFF INTO THE DARK 

SKY, WHICH MAKES THE WATERWAY SEEM ―TO LEAD INTO THE HEART OF AN 

IMMENSE DARKNESS.‖ 
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Lecture 13 

HEART OF DARKNESS: THEMES 

 
Colonialism and Imperialism  

 

 PERHAPS THE CENTRAL THEME IN HEART OF DARKNESS IS COLONIALISM AND 

IMPERIALISM.  

 WHEN MARLOW SETS OFF ON HIS ADVENTURE IN BRUSSELS, THE COLONIZATION OF 

THE CONGO IS PRESENTED AS A HUMANITARIAN PROJECT WHOSE PURPOSE IS TO 

HELP THE AFRICANS LIVE IN THE MODERN WORLD. THIS ASSERTION IS PRESENTED 

ON THE NELLIE AT THE OPENING OF THE NOVEL AND BY MARLOW‘S AUNT AND 

SEEMS TO BE THE CULTURE OF THE COMPANY IN BRUSSELS.  

 FROM BELGIUM TO THE CONGO, AND FROM THE OUTER STATION TO THE CENTRAL 

STATION AND FINALLY UP THE RIVER TO THE INNER STATION, MARLOW 

ENCOUNTERS SCENES OF TORTURE, CRUELTY, FORCED LABOR, LARGE-SCALE 

EXPLOITATION AND MASS-MURDER.  

 THE NOVEL EXPOSES THE HYPOCRISY OF COLONIALISM AND IMPERIALISM. THE MEN 

WHO WORK FOR THE COMPANY DESCRIBE WHAT THEY DO AS ―TRADE,‖ AND THEIR 

TREATMENT OF NATIVE AFRICANS IS PART OF A BENEVOLENT PROJECT OF 

―CIVILIZATION.‖  

 ―THE WORD ‗IVORY‘ RANG IN THE AIR, WAS WHISPERED, WAS SIGHED. YOU WOULD 

THINK THEY WERE PRAYING TO IT. A TAINT OF IMBECILE RAPACITY BLEW THROUGH 

IT ALL, LIKE A WHIFF FROM SOME CORPSE. BY JOVE! I‘VE NEVER SEEN ANYTHING SO 

UNREAL IN MY LIFE.‖  

HEART OF DARKNESS (PART 1, SECTION 4) 

 

Kurtz Vs. The Company  

 

 BUT THE NOVEL ALSO SETS AGAINST THE HYPOCRISY OF THE COMPANY AND THE 

EUROPEANS IN GENERAL, THE MODEL OF KURTZ, AND MARLOW (AND JOSEPH 

CONRAD THROUGH HIM) PREFER KURTZ‘S HONESTY TO THE COMPANY‘S AND THE 

EUROPEANS‘ HYPOCRISY. 

 KURTZ, AT LEAST, IS OPEN ABOUT THE FACT THAT HE DOES NOT TRADE BUT 

RATHER TAKES IVORY BY FORCE, AND HE DESCRIBES HIS OWN TREATMENT OF THE 

NATIVES WITH THE WORDS ―SUPPRESSION‖ AND ―EXTERMINATION‖: HE DOES NOT 

HIDE THE FACT THAT HE RULES THROUGH VIOLENCE AND INTIMIDATION. 

 UNLIKE THE OTHER EUROPEANS, KURTZ DOES NOT CLAIM TO BE IN AFRICA TO 

―HELP‖ THE AFRICANS. HE IS FRANK ABOUT THE FACT THAT HE IS THERE TO STEAL 

AND PLUNDER IVORY.  

 KURTZ‘ PERVERSE HONESTY LEADS TO THE SUCCESS OF THE COMPANY BECAUSE HE 

BRINGS THEM A LOT OF IVORY, BUT HIS HONESTY ALSO BRINGS HIS DOWNFALL, 

BECAUSE HIS HONESTY EXPOSES THE EVIL PRACTICES BEHIND EUROPEAN ACTIVITY IN 

AFRICA. 

 

The Africans  
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 HOWEVER, FOR MARLOW AS MUCH AS FOR KURTZ OR FOR THE COMPANY, 

AFRICANS IN THE NOVEL ARE MOSTLY OBJECTS: MARLOW REFERS TO HIS HELMSMAN 

AS A PIECE OF MACHINERY, AND KURTZ‘S AFRICAN MISTRESS IS AT BEST A PIECE OF 

STATUARY.  

 AFRICAN ARE ALSO OFTEN DESCRIBED IN ZOOLOGICAL TERMS (ANTS, ANIMALS, 

INSECTS, ETC) AND IT CAN BE ARGUED THAT HEART OF DARKNESS PARTICIPATES IN 

THE DEHUMANIZATION OF THE AFRICANS. NOTICE THAT NO AFRICAN IS ALLOWED 

TO SPEAK IN THE NOVEL, AND THEY ARE OFTEN PORTRAYED AS SUB-HUMANS AND 

PRIMITIVES. THEY JUST MAKE PRIMITIVE SOUNDS, BUT THEY NEVER TALK.  

 

 ―IT WAS UNEARTHLY, AND THE MEN WERE—NO, THEY WERE NOT INHUMAN. WELL, 

YOU KNOW, THAT WAS THE WORST OF IT—THE SUSPICION OF THEIR NOT BEING 

INHUMAN. IT WOULD COME SLOWLY TO ONE. THEY HOWLED AND LEAPED, AND 

SPUN, AND MADE HORRID FACES; BUT WHAT THRILLED YOU WAS JUST THE THOUGHT 

OF THEIR HUMANITY—LIKE YOURS—THE THOUGHT OF YOUR REMOTE KINSHIP WITH 

THIS WILD AND PASSIONATE UPROAR. UGLY. YES, IT WAS UGLY ENOUGH; BUT IF YOU 

WERE MAN ENOUGH YOU WOULD ADMIT TO YOURSELF THAT THERE WAS IN YOU JUST 

THE FAINTEST TRACE OF A RESPONSE TO THE TERRIBLE FRANKNESS OF THAT NOISE, 

A DIM SUSPICION OF THERE BEING A MEANING IN IT WHICH YOU—YOU SO REMOTE 

FROM THE NIGHT OF FIRST AGES—COULD COMPREHEND. AND WHY NOT?‖ 

HEART OF DARKNESS  

 

 

 

 

Lecture 14 

HEART OF DARKNESS: CHARACTERS AND SYMBOLS 

 
Characters: Marlow  

 MARLOW APPEARS IN SEVERAL OF CONRAD’S OTHER WORKS. HE IS A COMPLICATED 

CHARACTER WHO ANTICIPATES THE FIGURES OF HIGH MODERNISM WHILE ALSO 

REFLECTING HIS VICTORIAN PREDECESSORS. MARLOW IS IN MANY WAYS A 

TRADITIONAL HERO: TOUGH, HONEST, AN INDEPENDENT THINKER, A CAPABLE MAN. 

YET HE IS ALSO “BROKEN” OR “DAMAGED,” LIKE THE CHARACTERS OF MODERNIST 

FICTION. THE WORLD HAS DEFEATED HIM IN SOME FUNDAMENTAL WAY, AND HE IS 

WEARY, SKEPTICAL, AND CYNICAL. MARLOW ALSO SHIFTS BETWEEN THE ROLE OF THE 

INTELLECTUAL AND THAT OF THE “WORKING TOUGH.” 

 IN THE END, HE SIDES WITH KURTZ AGAINST THE COMPANY, BUT HE DOES NOT SIDE 

WITH THE AFRICANS… AND WHEN HE MEETS KURTZ’ FIANCÉE, HE PREFERS NOT TO 

TELL HER THE TRUTH ABOUT KURTZ AND THE SITUATION IN AFRICA.  

 

Characters: Kurtz  

 KURTZ RESEMBLES THE ARCHETYPAL “EVIL GENIUS”: THE HIGHLY GIFTED BUT 

ULTIMATELY DEGENERATE INDIVIDUAL WHOSE FALL BECOMES LEGENDARY. KURTZ IS 

RELATED TO FIGURES LIKE FAUSTUS, SATAN IN MILTON’S PARADISE LOST, MOBY-
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DICK’S AHAB, AND WUTHERING HEIGHTS’S HEATHCLIFF. LIKE THESE CHARACTERS, 

HE IS SIGNIFICANT BOTH FOR HIS STYLE AND ELOQUENCE AND FOR HIS GRANDIOSE, 

ALMOST MEGALOMANIACAL SCHEMING.  

 KURTZ CAN BE CRITICIZED IN THE SAME TERMS THAT HEART OF DARKNESS IS 

SOMETIMES CRITICIZED: STYLE ENTIRELY OVERRULES SUBSTANCE, PROVIDING A 

JUSTIFICATION FOR AMORALITY AND EVIL.  

 KURTZ IS UTTERLY LACKING IN SUBSTANCE. MARLOW REFERS TO KURTZ AS 

“HOLLOW” MORE THAN ONCE. IT SHOWS KURTZ’S ABILITY TO FUNCTION AS A 

“CHOICE OF NIGHTMARES” FOR MARLOW 

 KURTZ PROVIDES MARLOW WITH A SET OF PARADOXES THAT MARLOW CAN USE TO 

EVALUATE HIMSELF AND THE COMPANY’S MEN. 

 KURTZ IS NOT SO MUCH A FULLY REALIZED INDIVIDUAL AS A SERIES OF IMAGES 

CONSTRUCTED BY OTHERS FOR THEIR OWN USE. AS MARLOW’S VISITS WITH KURTZ’S 

COUSIN, THE BELGIAN JOURNALIST, AND KURTZ’S FIANCÉE DEMONSTRATE, THERE 

SEEMS TO BE NO TRUE KURTZ. TO HIS COUSIN, HE WAS A GREAT MUSICIAN; TO THE 

JOURNALIST, A BRILLIANT POLITICIAN AND LEADER OF MEN; TO HIS FIANCÉE, A GREAT 

HUMANITARIAN AND GENIUS.  

Symbols: Darkness  

 

 DARKNESS: THE WORD IS PART OF THE BOOK’S TITLE. BUT IT IS DIFFICULT TO SAY 

EXACTLY WHAT IT MEANS, BECAUSE IT IS USED EXTENSIVELY. ALMOST EVERYTHING IN 

THE BOOK IS CLOAKED IN DARKNESS. AFRICA, ENGLAND, AND BRUSSELS ARE ALL 

DESCRIBED AS GLOOMY AND SOMEHOW DARK, AT ONE POINT OR ANOTHER.  

 DARKNESS IS MOST OFTEN USED METAPHORICALLY. DARKNESS IS THE INABILITY TO 

SEE: THIS MAY SOUND SIMPLE, BUT THINK ABOUT IT AS A DESCRIPTION OF THE HUMAN 

CONDITION, AND IT WILL PROVE TO HAVE PROFOUND IMPLICATIONS. FAILING TO SEE 

MASS-MURDERS, FAILING TO SEE THAT EXPLOITATION AND DESTRUCTION OF AFRICA 

IS NOT HUMANITARIAN WORK, AND FAILING TO SEE THAT AFRICANS ARE HUMAN 

BEINGS ARE VERY GRAVE AND CONSEQUENTIAL FACTS.  

Symbols: Fog  

 FOG IS SIMILAR TO DARKNESS. FOG NOT ONLY OBSCURES BUT DISTORTS: IT GIVES 

ONE JUST ENOUGH INFORMATION TO BEGIN MAKING DECISIONS BUT NO WAY TO 

JUDGE THE ACCURACY OF THAT INFORMATION, WHICH OFTEN ENDS UP BEING 

WRONG. MARLOW’S STEAMER IS CAUGHT IN THE FOG, MEANING THAT HE HAS NO 

IDEA WHERE HE’S GOING AND NO IDEA WHETHER PERIL OR OPEN WATER LIES AHEAD. 

 

Symbols: The White Sepulchre  

 THE “WHITED SEPULCHRE” IS PROBABLY BRUSSELS, WHERE THE COMPANY’S 

HEADQUARTERS ARE LOCATED. A SEPULCHRE IMPLIES DEATH AND CONFINEMENT, 

AND INDEED EUROPE IS THE ORIGIN OF THE COLONIAL ENTERPRISES THAT BRING 

DEATH TO WHITE MEN AND TO THEIR COLONIAL SUBJECTS.  

 IT IS ALSO GOVERNED BY IDEOLOGIES THAT BOTH ENABLE CRUELTY, 

DEHUMANIZATION, AND EVIL AND PROHIBIT CHANGE. THE PHRASE “WHITED 

SEPULCHRE” COMES FROM THE BIBLICAL BOOK OF MATTHEW. IN THE PASSAGE, 

MATTHEW DESCRIBES “WHITED SEPULCHRES” AS SOMETHING BEAUTIFUL ON THE 

OUTSIDE BUT CONTAINING HORRORS WITHIN (THE BODIES OF THE DEAD); THUS, THE 
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IMAGE IS APPROPRIATE FOR BRUSSELS, GIVEN THE HYPOCRITICAL BELGIAN RHETORIC 

ABOUT IMPERIALISM’S CIVILIZING MISSION.  

 

Symbols: 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. 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.” 

 

 

THE END .. GOOD LUCK 
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