Review of Heart of Darkness by Joseph Conrad.

Joseph Conrad’s novella Heart of Darkness has been very widely read and commented on by numerous writers, giving voice to many different interpretations since it was first published  in the Blackwood Magazine in 1889 and in book form as three stories in 1902.
The story is in the form of a narrative by a man called Marlow describing a steamboat trip up a river which although unnamed in the book is the Congo. It takes place during the nineteenth century at the height of the scramble for Africa specifically the ivory trade although minerals and rubber also played a great part in this exploitation.  The story is based on Conrad’s previous experiences at that time working for a Belgian trading company as captain of a steamboat which left him badly affected both physically and mentally.  The purpose of Marlow’s trip is to locate and help Krutz, the manager of a remote station who is reported as being ill and who is highly regarded by the Company for his intellect and the amount of ivory he obtains.  It is a very dark book in every respect, blackness is a recurrent theme but it shows no triumph for the white man rather a moral degeneration.  The racist language is disturbing to contemporary readers and much criticized by postcolonial writers but Conrad lived in a time when this was commonplace and anyone who was not white was considered to be inferior and uncivilised.
Joseph Conrad was born of Polish parents in the Ukraine in 1857.  His father was an aristocrat, writer and translator, who was exiled to Siberia for his political activities in support of the 1863 insurrection.  His mother died in 1865 and his father four years later leaving Conrad orphaned at the age of eleven when he was placed in the care of an uncle. At the age of seventeen he travelled to Marseille to begin his life as a seaman living an adventurous life being involved in gunrunning and political conspiracy which he later fictionalized in another book The Arrow of Gold. In 1878 Conrad served on a British ship having already learnt English and gained both his Master Mariner’s certificate and British citizenship in 1886.  At the age thirty-six he left the sea to live in England and become the author of many books written in English, perhaps the best known being The Heart of Darkness.  Conrad died in 1924 of a heart attack and is interred in Canterbury Cemetery.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  https://Joseph Conrad Books.biblio.co.uk.>Authors. Accessed 3/6/19.] 

The story begins with an unnamed narrator setting the scene which takes place on a boat called Nellie moored on the Thames waiting for the tide to take the crew down river.  The men were in meditative mood as they watched a gloom take over as the sun set.  Suddenly one of the men named Marlow says ‘and this also has been one of the dark places on earth’ [footnoteRef:2]and then goes on to compare the experiences the Romans must have had when invading Britain to the colonialists.  Each was entering an unknown land, encountering an uncivilised population with the purpose of robbery with violence but he says what redeems it is ‘an idea at the back of it; not a sentimental pretence but an idea; and an unselfish belief in that idea…’[footnoteRef:3] [2:  J.Conrad ,Heart of Darkness, (London:Wordsworth Editions Limited,1999)pg.33]  [3:  J.Conrad, Heart of Darkness,(London:Wordsworth Editions Limited,1999) pg 36] 

Marlow then goes on to describe how as a child he had had a passion for maps with their inviting blank spaces and his desire to visit them which mirrors Conrad’s childhood experience.  Although no longer blank spaces Marlow was fascinated by the one river which ‘coiled like a snake over a vast country…..it fascinated me as a snake would a bird – a silly little bird.’ [footnoteRef:4] His narrative then continues as he recounts to his friends his journey along this river with the objective of rescuing Krutz for the trading company.  He finds he is unable to obtain a ship so has to rely on his Aunt who has ‘connections’ to get him appointed as skipper of a steamboat needing to go up the Congo.  Marlow could not believe that he had relied on a woman to get him a job and one of the interesting aspects of the book is the lack of names given to the women featured in it.  Conrad does not name the aunt, the two women knitting with black wool in the Company office,  Krutz’s black mistress or his fiancé back in England although he does include detailed descriptions in the book contrasting the black appearance of the mistress with the whiteness of the ‘intended’. This perhaps illustrates the male dominance in the colonies where at that time white women were considered incompetent and needed to be protected from the hazards of an uncivilised country.   [4:  Ibid.,pg43] 

The journey is subject to many delays including Marlow finding the steamboat damaged and sunk which entails a three month wait to get it repaired.  During this time he witnesses one of the most disturbing scenes at a quarry but he resists his feeling of  pity.  Six black men chained together were carrying baskets of earth on their heads escorted by a slovenly white soldier who on seeing Marlow gives him ‘a large white rascally grin….seems to take me into partnership in his exulted trust.  After all I also was part of the great cause of these high and just proceedings’. Even after passing many natives dying of hunger and disease Marlow expresses admiration and respect for the Company’s white chief accountant’s dress. ‘His appearance was certainly that of a dressmaker’s dummy; but in the great demoralisation of the land he kept up his appearance. That’s backbone’.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Ibid.,pg45] 

The steamboat is repaired and proceeds up the river over two months towards Krutz’s station further and further into the dark unknown carrying some pilgrims and some natives who happen to be cannibals.  Marlow rather respects these natives because  they have come with a supply of hippo meat rather than eat humans and even when the meat goes rotten and the pilgrims throw it overboard they still do not attack the white men.  Although from the same continent they are  also a long way from their homes and entering a strange dark land and a different culture.  As they near Krutz the boat comes under attack by natives and the helmsman is killed with a spear and Marlow who dislikes the man is more concerned about blood filling his shoes than by the man’s death.  
Marlow is very excited to meet Krutz who is reputedly a gifted musician, a painter and has the power to lead men.  He therefore is expecting to have interesting conversations with him at the station but instead the dark theme continues when he finds that Krutz has become a demi-god to the natives and his hut is surrounded by heads on poles.  It appears that he has gone mad killing these people who may be criminals or merely rebels.  Before meeting Krutz Marlow talks to a Russian who is dressed like a harlequin covered in patches of many colours seeming to make him ‘ extremely gay and wonderfully neat.’[footnoteRef:6] and through him learns of the brutality used to obtain the masses amounts of ivory which makes Krutz so valued by the Company but causes jealousy among other traders. To Marlow the Russian seems unbalanced but with innocence, he describes ‘little blue eyes that were perfectly round giving the impression of a child.’[footnoteRef:7] Conrad uses this description as a contrast between the darkness of Krutz and the brightness of the Russian who has no ambition to collect ivory only to stay at the station among the natives who are screaming and shouting as Krutz is being carried on to the boat. Ill though he is he tries to return to them but is prevented by Marlow who managed to get him on board and starts the trip down river during which Krutz dies having handed Marlow a bundle of papers among which was a report on the Suppression of Savage Customs which has a postscript ‘Exterminate all Brutes’. Although the Company asks for this report is Marlow refuses to part with it but eventually gives it to a reporter having first torn off the postscript. He takes some letters to Krutz’s fiancé who -wants to know what his last words were and Marlow lies telling her that he had called her name.  In fact the words he had uttered with his last breath were ‘the horror, the horror’. The story ends with a return to the Nellie still moored on the Thames in darkness and the men looking out at an unclear world. [6:  J.Conrad ,Heart of Darkness,(London:Wordsworth Editions Limited,1999). pg80.]  [7:  Ibid pg80] 

Conrad is considered to be a great writer of English literature and Heart of Darkness has generated much debate by other authors. One of the well known critics is Chinua Achebe (1930-2013), a Nigerian novelist who writes in English. His book An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness explores the racist theme running through the novella which he calls ‘an offensive and deplorable book and in which the very humanity of black people is called in question.’  He believes that it was not Conrad’s fault that he lived in a time when the reputation of the black man was at a particularly low level but this does not excuse his denigration of the African people.   Chinua also doubts the accuracy of the story when Conrad is so biased and points out that in the word’s of a  biographer he was ‘notoriously inaccurate in the rendering of his own history’.[footnoteRef:8]  Chinua also focuses on language or in case of Conrad’s book the lack of it, no speech being given to the natives just grunting and screaming which dehumanises them.  He quotes an article which appeared in the Christian Science Monitor which used the word ‘dialect’ in relation to Indian and Nigerian language used by immigrants to London. ‘ It implies that language is too grand for these people so let’s give them dialects’.  Another criticism Chinua makes is the total disregard of any sign of the evidence of African art in Conrad’s book despite around the time it was written the amazing sculptures of the Fang people had been discovered. [8:  A.Chinua. An Image of Africa:Racism in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness.extract.] 

Edward Said’s (1935-2003) a Professor of Literature at Columbia University, was a Palestinian American.  His critique of Conrad in Two Visions in Heart of Darkness is very different from Achebe’s viewpoint.  He explains that being a Polish expatriate Conrad was self-conscious about having been an employee of the business world of the time and who had experience of similar journeys in Africa.  By writing Marlow’s journey he shows ‘Europeans performing acts of imperial mastery and will in Africa ‘. Conrad would be unable to imagine a world without imperialism with natives ruling themselves which Said finds one of the story’s ‘tragic limitations’.  Said does not comment of the style of language used in the book but rather on the fact that colonial literature is available to be read by those it misrepresents and that they are able to respond to what has been written about them.
Reading Heart of Darkness has not been an enjoyable experience but a rewarding one.  It is a complex book which needs to be read several times in order to begin to understand Conrad.  The use of the narrator Marlow mirrors the author’s own experiences and we have to accept the language used in descriptions of the native population, as although racism can never be acceptable in any age it was part of the European culture at the time the book was written.  The title is interesting as it can be interpreted in different ways, either it refers to going into a dark uncivilised place or the darkness in the hearts of the greedy, brutal  exploiters.  Krutz’s last words ‘the horror, the horror’ has also been left unexplained but maybe he is referring to the moral disintregration of his own life.
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