CSEN 6016 MODERNISM

Week 2: Perception and Empire

On the Threshold of Modernism: Heart of Darkness
Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness was first published in serial form by Blackwood’s Magazine over the course of 1899, but Conrad subsequently revised the text for publication in book form, including it in the volume Youth: A Narrative; and Two Other Stories, which appeared in 1902. The history of its publication, therefore, serves to place Heart of Darkness on the very cusp or threshold of the modern period, for it has one foot planted in the last years of the nineteenth century and the other in the first years of the twentieth. To employ a slightly different metaphor, the novel can be described as Janus-faced, after the Roman god of thresholds, with one face turned towards the passing Victorian age of imperial expansion and economic consolidation, and the other peering into the newly-born modern age of scepticism, European wars, and existential doubt. This liminal positioning, whereby Heart of Darkness occupies both sides of an epochal threshold means that the novel encapsulates a phase of historical transition through which older forms and conventions give place to the new. For example, Ian Watt has argued that’s Conrad’s novel ‘is but one of many late nineteenth-century works which, in different ways, implied the coming destruction of existing civilisation’ (38). The act of perception itself, so heavily investigated in the text (look closely at the opening pages) points to the historical shifts of thinking that accompanied the fall of empires that was eventually to lead to the first world war. 

Similarly, Heart of Darkness can be seen to illustrate what Daphna Erdinast-Vulcan calls ‘the failure of metaphysics’ by creating a crucial tension between ‘the strong religious overtones in Marlow’s narration and the explicit denial of the metaphysical which his story carries’ (91). Marlow’s narrative of his journey into the heart of darkness posits a holy grail of metaphysical significance towards which his secular pilgrimage takes him, only to reveal that grail to be either a sham or ultimately unattainable. In this sense, the sheer emptiness at the heart of Conrad’s novel stands as a rebuke of simplistic Victorian notions of ‘progress’ and ‘development’, pitching the reader instead into the tangle of epistemological uncertainties that make up an experience of modernity. And yet, there remains a sense in which Heart of Darkness continues to rest on the cusp of Modernism proper, approaching some of its key preoccupations with candour and imagination, but retaining many of the stylistic features of pre-modernist writing. To this end, both Ian Watt and Allon White have argued convincingly that the novel is significantly indebted to Symbolist and Impressionist techniques that belong more to the Decadent and Fin de Siecle periods of the 1890s than to the heyday of Modernism itself. Once again, Heart of Darkness can be seen facing towards the past and the future simultaneously, and this lecture will attempt briefly to show the extent to which what I see as the novel’s liminal positioning at the turn of the century produces a whole nest of formal and thematic uncertainties that displace attempts to discover meaning directly. Moreover, I will argue that the issue of transgression, wherein a threshold is crossed or a limit violated, constitutes the very heart of the darkness that Conrad seeks to describe.


The first thing to mention about Heart of Darkness is perhaps its peculiar form. At the most basic level, we might note that its very length singles it out as an intermediate case, for it is neither quite a novel, nor a novella, nor a ‘long tale’, but falls into an unmarked category somewhere in the interstices between these three forms. More importantly, the novel (if that is what we are going to call it) is actually composed of a series of embedded narrative frames, a story within a story within a story. This is a form closely related to that non-realist genre the Gothic (familiar in eg  Frankenstein, The Woman in White). Charlie Marlow’s tale, which occupies the bulk of the novel, is told upon the Nellie, a cruising yawl moored on the Thames, and is relayed to the reader by an unnamed narrator who appears to be one of Marlow’s fellow passengers waiting for the tide to change. Note that, once again, Conrad is positioning his several narratives at a point of transition, the changing of the tide, and that by the conclusion of Marlow’s tale the Nellie has in fact missed the tide for which it has been waiting – its moment has passed. In this sense, Conrad combines the themes of global travel – Marlow’s account of his exploits in far-off lands – and local stasis – the Nellie going nowhere on the Thames, which is itself described as ‘the beginning of an interminable waterway’ (15). Marlow is a seaman, and thus one of Walter Benjamin’s ‘archaic representatives’ for the figure of the storyteller, who is typically imagined ‘as someone who has come from afar’ (84). Yet, to the extent that Marlow’s tale is a form of quest narrative – and Peter Brooks has suggested that it be regarded as a version of the ‘detective story gone modernist’ (67) – then it is also the story of Mr Kurtz, the renegade Company agent who has set his face ‘towards the depths of the wilderness’ (57) and been claimed by it as its own. Kurtz becomes the point of fascination for Marlow, the narrative focus of his tale; for him, the river ‘crawled towards Kurtz – exclusively’ (61), and Kurtz’s own story becomes embedded within Marlow’s. To complicate matters further, however, there are also multiple narrators of Kurtz’s story, for, in relating Kurtz’s history and character to his audience on the Nellie, Marlow draws upon accounts of Kurtz given by the Company manager and his uncle, the efficient accountant at his first station, a jealous (probably homosexual) agent, the Russian mercenary who has become ‘Kurtz’s last disciple’ (96), a cousin and a journalist friend, and finally his grief-stricken Intended. All of these characters become narrators in their turn within the confines of Marlow’s tale, a tale that is, in turn, embedded within an encompassing narrative frame.


Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, then, is a novel that deliberately draws attention to its own narrative procedures, to the fact that it is a story about storytelling as much as anything else, and in this respect epitomises the key Modernist traits of aesthetic self-consciousness and self-reflexivity. This facet of the novel’s formal construction becomes further apparent when we recognise that Mr Kurtz is himself a storyteller of sorts, a man famed for his gifts of verbal eloquence, and an author besides. Indeed, just as the narrator notes that in the deepening gloom of the Thames Marlow gradually becomes disembodied, seeming ‘no more to us than a voice’ relating a ‘narrative that seemed to shape itself without human lips in the heavy night-air of the river’ (50), so too is Kurtz identified metonymically through the words he speaks:

A voice. He was very little more than a voice. And I heard – him – it – this voice – other voices – all of them were so little more than voices – and the memory of that time itself lingers around me, impalpable, like a dying vibration of one immense jabber, silly, atrocious, sordid, savage, or simply mean, without any kind of sense. (80)

FRACTURE BETWEEN SEEING AND HEARING (CONSIDER MARLOWE’S FIRST ENCOUNTER WITH KURTZ - THE RUINED HUT SURRAOUNDED BY HEADS ON STICKS, KURTZ HIMSELF  STRETCHERED OUT TOO FAR AWAY TO HEAR BUT WITH HIS MOUTH OPEN AS IF TO DEVOUR THE WORLD)

The identification that is implicitly posited here between Marlow and Kurtz, both as narrators and as men, underlines the extent to which Marlow comes to double Kurtz throughout Heart of Darkness, whether by following him upriver to what he calls ‘the farthest point of navigation and the culminating point of my experience’ (21), or by (falsely) repeating Kurtz’s last words to his Intended at the end of the novel. More pertinently, however, the passage quoted also highlights the difficulty of understanding the enigma that Kurtz represents, for the tissue of competing voices from which his story – and, indeed, the novel as a whole – is composed presents itself as an ‘immense jabber’ that is ultimately ‘without any kind of sense’. If Kurtz’s words, and the words that accumulate concerning his exploits in the jungle throughout Marlow’s tale, are initially figured as its natural terminus and the repository of meaning for the text, then these expectations are quickly disappointed. In Heart of Darkness, meaning cannot be ‘localised’ in any simple or straightforward way, nor are any conclusive answers to the questions it raises offered, a point that is already hinted at by the external narrator who, early on, anticipates that Marlow’s tale will concern one of his ‘inconclusive experiences’ (21). Kurtz’s written report for the International Society for the Suppression of Savage Customs is similarly inconclusive, for while the main body of his text is a magnificent peroration of altruistic intent, its supplementary footnote – ‘Exterminate all the brutes!’ (84) – introduces what appears to be a contradictory double-voicedness or textual schizophrenia which mirrors the much more complex intersection of different voices within the novel as a whole - yet which at closer inspection is actually the revelation of the underlying meaning of ‘civilisation’: that alternative ways of living should be wiped out (See Walter Benjamin: ‘every act of civilisation is also an act of barbarism’). In this respect, both Kurtz’s report and Heart of Darkness itself are indecipherable texts, where deciphering is understood as an action which deduces a singular, conclusive meaning. As J. Hillis Miller has argued, Heart of Darkness can be considered a parabolic text predicated upon the action of ‘unveiling’, but one that is paradoxically ‘posited on the impossibility of achieving its goal of revelation, or, to put this, another way, the way it is a revelation of the impossibility of revelation’ (212).


This difficulty, or ultimate impossibility, of localising the meaning of the text is, of course, a characteristic of Modernist writing and the scepticism of the modern period towards former certainties. It is also, however, as Walter Benjamin has shown, a characteristic feature of the storyteller’s art to maintain this obliquity in relation to the ‘meaning’ of the story being told:

Actually, it is half the art of storytelling to keep a story free from explanation as one produces it. […] The most extraordinary things, marvellous things, are related with the greatest accuracy, but the psychological connection of the events is not forced on the reader. It is left up to him to interpret things the way he understands them, and thus the narrative achieves an amplitude that information lacks. (89)

Conrad arguably retains this suggestive amplitude of the narrative, but does so not by rigorously excluding explanation, but rather by providing several conflicting explanations without choosing between them. Perhaps the most obvious example of this proliferation of interpretations, and of more general difficulties to do with the localisation of meaning, is found in Marlow’s responses to Kurtz’s inscrutable final words, ‘The horror! The horror!’ (112). In the first instance, Marlow presents Kurtz’s words as a judgement upon human nature itself, ‘withering […] one’s faith in mankind’ in a ‘final burst of sincerity’ (107-8). Subsequently, however, he comes to see them in terms of self-knowledge and perhaps repentance, ‘a judgement upon the adventures of his soul upon this earth’ (112). However, if this recognition can be considered a sort of moral ‘victory’ (114) it is one that remains riven by contradictory impulses, exhibiting ‘the strange commingling of desire and hate’ (113). Finally, Marlow comes to associate Kurtz’s dying words with his ‘wide and immense stare embracing, condemning, loathing all the universe’ (118), that is, as a cosmic judgement upon the whole of existence itself. Considering the psychological burden Marlowe places on these words in his need for meaning in the heart of darkness in which he finds himself, we might speculate upon additional interpretations unavailable to him: Kurtz may have been referring to his approaching death itself and the fact he will never be able to engage n the ‘unspeakable rites’ to which he has become enslaved, or to the fate he has imagined for his immortal soul. Kurtz’s last words echo and re-echo through the final pages of the novel, inviting further interpretations at each moment they recur, but refusing ultimately to make the final and conclusive revelation that Miller has argued is perpetually deferred. In this sense, Heart of Darkness returns us to another characteristic preoccupation of Modernist writing, for, as James McFarlane has argued, literary Modernism is bound up with ‘attempts to say the ‘unsayable’’ (72), to articulate that which, by its very definition, exceeds articulation.


It is perhaps unsurprising, though, that problems of articulation should be foregrounded in a novel that has ‘unspeakable rites’ (83) at its thematic centre, rites that are significantly unavailable to direct representation. Indeed, the story of Kurtz’s involvement in barbaric rites and rituals which are framed as native to Africa and yet which bear a strong resemblance to European fantasies of evil, together with his subsequent elevation to ‘a high seat amongst the devils of the land’ (81), is itself more a matter of suggestion and inference than any direct ‘telling’. To Marlow, Kurtz is the protagonist of ‘an amazing tale that was not so much told as suggested to me in desolate exclamations, completed by shrugs, in interrupted phrases, in hints ending in deep sighs’ (93). If nothing else, this underlines the sense in which we must not simply accept Marlow’s tale as an objective account backed up by personal experience, but rather as an elaborate interpretation of events that he admits he does not really understand. In another self-reflexive digression concerning the tale he is telling, Marlow complains that he must struggle with the dream-like nature of his very material, that he is ‘making a vain attempt, because no relation of a dream can convey the dream-sensation’ (50). He recognises explicitly, therefore, that the narrative conventions of his tale ultimately fail to articulate the full complexity of events, that there remains a significant residue of the ‘unsayable’ even in what is said. The ‘unsayable’ or ‘unspeakable’ consequently functions as a limit against which Conrad’s novel constantly strains; words fail, or are open to several interpretations, and the narrative falters in a series of disruptive ellipses.  (Indeed the surface meaning of the words is continually undercut by the images that accompany them: see the series of nouns applied to the  natives in ‘the grove of death’). Similarly, even common everyday words, when used in connection with Mr Kurtz, take on ‘the terrific suggestiveness of words heard in dreams, of phrases spoken in nightmares’ (107). Where Kurtz is concerned, there is an attenuation of reality that is reflected in Conrad’s language, which becomes shorn of its referents and heavily adjectival, so that the narrative begins to take on the qualities of a vague and suggestive dream. Kurtz is the novel’s most clearly liminal figure, standing astride the thresholds separating civilisation and savagery, sanity and madness, morality and depravity, life and death. As Marlow notes, the terms of Kurtz’s encounter with the physical and metaphysical wilderness that he occupies have ‘beguiled his soul beyond the bounds of permitted aspirations’ (107). And after his death, Kurtz returns to haunt Marlow’s memory as ‘the whisper of a voice speaking from beyond the threshold of an eternal darkness’ (121).


We find ourselves returned once again, therefore, to the figure of the threshold and to the central question of transgression that constitutes the heart of darkness over which Kurtz presides. For, as Michel Foucault has shown, transgression is a concept that is inextricably bound up with limits and thresholds:

Transgression is an action that involves the limit, that narrow zone of a line where it displays the flash of its passage, but perhaps also its entire trajectory, even its origin; it is likely that transgression has its entire space in the line that it crosses. […] The limit and transgression depend on each other for whatever density of being they possess: a limit could not exist if it were absolutely uncrossable and reciprocally, transgression would be pointless if it merely crossed a limit composed of illusions and shadows. (73)

Transgression, then, is a ‘crossing over’: the limit or threshold implicitly invites its own violation, while the act of transgression depends upon the imposition of an uncrossable limit for its own conditions of possibility. Kurtz, as Marlow recognises, was an ‘extremist’ (116), someone who perhaps had his whole existence in the transgression of limits, pushing deeper into the uncharted territory of the jungle just as he was also exploring the uncharted regions of savagery and immorality. Indeed, by the time that Kurtz himself is introduced to the reader, albeit via Marlow’s narration, he is already on the threshold of death, a living corpse born aloft on a stretcher: ‘I could see the cage of his ribs all astir, the bones of his arm waving. It was as though an animated image of death carved out of old ivory had been shaking its hand with menaces at a motionless crowd of men made of dark and glittering bronze’ (97). In what becomes a cumulative onslaught of gothic images and tropes, Kurtz is described as an ‘apparition’ and an ‘atrocious phantom’ (97), a ‘shadow’ (104) and ‘shade’ (110), figured as a spectral revenant with the power to return and haunt the living even in death. Death is Kurtz’s final crossing over, his last transgression and the ultimate residue of what is ‘unsayable’ in his story. For while Marlow follows him to the very brink of that vast, uncharted territory, he must inevitably turn back at the threshold in order to retain the role of narrator that he holds. Beyond that final threshold language runs out, and the narrative comes to an abrupt and inexorable end: ‘I was within a hair’s-breadth of the last opportunity for pronouncement, and I found with humiliation that probably I would have nothing to say’ (113). Kurtz himself, having unburdened himself of his eloquent and ambiguous last words, recedes into the realm of the ‘unsayable’, passing beyond the limits of language as such. Yet, in a final irony, those very words – ‘The horror! The horror!’ – which disseminate themselves through the novel’s final pages in whispers and undertones, are literally ‘unsayable’ for Marlow when he meets with Kurtz’s Intended. It is this running up against the very limits of language, this grappling with the ‘unsayable’ and the instability of meaning, which sets Heart of Darkness on the very threshold of Modernism, and which forces us to interpret it anew each time we encounter it.

_________________________________

PASSAGES FOR DISCUSSION 
Heart of Darkness and the Threshold of Modernism

1. ‘Between Conrad’s arrival in England in 1878, and the writing of Heart of Darkness twenty years later, it had become increasingly evident that the Victorian world order was collapsing. […] Heart of Darkness is but one of many late nineteenth-century works which, in different ways, implied the coming destruction of existing civilisation.’ Ian Watt. ‘Ideological Perspectives: Kurtz and the Fate of Victorian Progress.’  - Elaine Jordan, ed., Joseph Conrad, (Houndsmills: Macmillan, 1996), p.38.

2. ‘A voice. He was very little more than a voice. And I heard – him – it – this voice – other voices – all of them were so little more than voices – and the memory of that time itself lingers around me, impalpable, like a dying vibration of one immense jabber, silly, atrocious, sordid, savage, or simply mean, without any kind of sense.’    - Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 2000 [1902]), p.80.

3. ‘Conrad’s novel is a parable because, although it is based on what Marx called ‘real conditions’, its narrator attempts through his tale to reveal some as-yet-unseen reality. […] [However,] Heart of Darkness is posited on the impossibility of achieving its goal of revelation, or, to put this another way, the way it is a revelation of the impossibility of revelation.’    - J. Hillis Miller. ‘Heart of Darkness Revisited’, Ross C. Murfin, ed., Joseph Conrad: Heart of Darkness, 2nd ed,. (Boston; New York: Bedford/St Martin’s, 1996), p.207, 212.

4. ‘Actually, it is half the art of storytelling to keep a story free from explanation as one produces it. […] The most extraordinary things, marvellous things, are related with the greatest accuracy, but the psychological connection of the events is not forced on the reader. It is left up to him to interpret things the way he understands them, and thus the narrative achieves an amplitude that information lacks.’   - Walter Benjamin, Illuminations, ed., Hannah Arendt (London: Pimlico, 1999), p.89.

5. ‘Transgression is an action that involves the limit, that narrow zone of a line where it displays the flash of its passage, but perhaps also its entire trajectory, even its origin; it is likely that transgression has its entire space in the line that it crosses. […] The limit and transgression depend on each other for whatever density of being they possess: a limit could not exist if it were absolutely uncrossable and reciprocally, transgression would be pointless if it merely crossed a limit composed of illusions and shadows.’ Michel Foucault, ‘Preface to Transgression’, Aesthetics, Method and Epistemology, ed., James. D. Faubion (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 2000), p.73. 
