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OSEPH CONRAD
Teart of Darkness, 1899

Ithough his native tongue was Polish (and French his second lan-
guage), Joseph Conrad (1857-1924) became one of the leading
1glish novelists of the era of British imperialism, Drawing on his
perience as a mariner and ship captain, he secured a post as an
fhcer on river steamboats on the Congo River in 1890. Nine years
later he published Heart of Darkness, a novel that has introduced
_b__érations since to Africa, the Congo, the era of colonialism, and
European ideas of “the other.”

I this selection from the novel, Conrad’s narrator, Marlow, tells of
Is voyage up the Congo to meet the enigmatic European Kurtz, who
has secured prodigious amounts of ivory for his Belgian employer but
we learn at the end of the novel} has lost his mind in the process.

- What impression does Heart of Darkness give of Africa and Africans?
Whar does it suggest were the motives or intentions of European
xplorers and traders in Africa? What fecling does this selection
onvey about European colonization of Africa?

HINKING HISTORICALLY

Like many novels, Heart of Darkness is based on the actual experiences

fthe author. Despite the basis in fact, however, it is very different
from historical writing. Imagine Conrad writing a history of the events
described in this selection. How would it be different? Would one
‘account be truer, or merely reveal differenc cruths?

288}, 35-39. Originally published by Blackwood's Magazine (London, 1899, 1902},

ource: Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness, A Norton Critical Edition (New York: Norton,
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Going up that river was like travelling back to the earliest
the world, when vegetation rioted on the earth and
kings. An empty stream, a great silence, an 1mpc,ne'
was warm, thick, heavy, sluggish. There was no joy in'the b
sunshine. The lonU stretches of the warerway ran on; deserre
gloom of overshadowed distances. On silvery sandb
alligarors sunned themselves side by side. The broadeni
through a mob of wooded islands. You lost your wa
you wouid in a desert and butred all day long against
find the channel till you thought yourself bewitched and cu
from everything you had known once———somewhgrg%—fﬁ a
other existence perhaps. There were moments when on
back to one, as it will sometimes when you have nora
to yoursclf; but it came in the shape of an unrestful an
remembered with wonder amongst the overwhelming realir
strange world of plants and water and silence. And this sti
did not in the least resemble a peace. It was the sti Lness
force brooding over an inscrurable intention. It looked
vengeful aspect. I got used ro it afterwards. 1 did not see
1 had no tme. | had o kecp guessing at the channel;
mosth b} msplratmn the 51;:,n5 of hidden banks- I'» rch

ripped the hfL our of the tin-pot steamboat and dro_wn__cd.
! had to keep a look-our for the signs of dead wood we ct
the mght for next da\, srmmlm, When )ou have tp arrend 1

I swaated and ';hivcred over that business consldcrabl)
After all, for a seaman, to scrape the bottom of the thing;
10 ﬂoat ali the time under his care is the unpardonab] 5

that steamhoar floated all thc time. More than once-s_ e
bit, with twenty cannibals splashing around and pushing, Weha
some of these chaps on the way for a crew. Fine fellows
in their place. They were men one could work with, and
them. And, after all, they did not eat each other before
brought along a provision of hippo-meat whlch went o
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Alderness stink in my nostrils. Phoo! T can sniff it
nager on board and three or four pilgrims with their
Somerimes we came upon a station close by the
skirts of the unknown, and the white men rushing
1 hovel with great gestures of joy and surprise and
‘strange, had the _appearance of being held there
The word ‘tvory” would ring in the air for a

aps the ponderous beat of the stern-wheel. Trees,
=5 massive, immense, running up high, and at their
k against the stream, crept the little begrimed
1sh beetle crawling on the floor of a lofty portico.
mall, very lost, and yer it was not alcogether de-
.,_Aftgr all, if you were small, the grimy beetle
as just whar you wanted it to do. Where the pil-
wled to [ don’t know. To some place where they
hing, I bet! For me it crawled towards Kurtz—
hen the steam-pipes started feaking we crawled very
pened before us and closed behind, as if the forest
ely across the water to bar the way for our rerurn. We
nd decper into the heart of darkness. It was very
ht sometimes the roll of drums behind the curtain of
the river and remain sustained faintly, as if hovering
r heads wilf the first break of day. Whether it meant
er we could nort tell. The dawns were heralded by the
1l snllness. The woodcutters slept, their fires burned low,
twig would make you starr. We were wanderers on a
n an earth that wore the aspect of an unknown
e fancied ourselves the first of men taking posses-
d: nherttana, to be subdued at the cost of profound
essive toil. Bur suddenly as we struggled round a
ld be a glimpse of rush walls of peaked grass-roofs, a
vhirl of black limbs, a mass of hands clapping, of feet
£s swaying, of eyes rolling under the droop of heavy
ge. The steamer roiled along slowly on the edge of
prehensible frenzy. The prehistoric man was cursing
elcoming us— who could tell? We were cut off from
of our surroundings; we glided past like phantoms,
secretly appalled, as sane men would be before an
realc in a2 madhouse. We could nor understand because
d could not remember because we were travelling in
ages of those ages that are gone, leaving hardly a
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The earth seemed uncarrhly. We are accust
shackled form of a conquered monster, but there
at a thing monstrous and free. It was unearthly and
No they were not inhuman. Well, you know
it—rthis suspicion of their not being inhuman. Triw

thrilled you was just the thought of their humanir
thought of your remote kinship with rhis wild 3
Ugly. Yes, it was ugly enough, but if you were 1
admit to yourself that there was in you just the fai
sponse to the terrible frankness of that noise, a dir
being a meaning in it which you—you so remote fror
ages—could comprehend. And why not? The mind of
anything—because everything is in ir, all the pastas
ture. What was there after all? Joy, fear, sorrow
rage—who can tell? —bur truth—rtruch stripped ‘o
Let the fool gape and shudder-—the man knows an;
out a wink. But he must at least be as much of 3’ map
shore. He must meet that truth with his own true stuff
inborn serength. Principles? Principles won'’t do. Acqu
pretty rags—rags that would fly off at the first good s
want a deliberate belief. An appeal to me in this fiendis
Very well. I hear, I admit, but [ have a voice too, anc
mine is the speech that cannot be silenced. OF cours:
sheer fright and fine sentiments, is always safe. W
You wonder I didn't go ashore for a how! and 4 da
didn’t. Fine sentiments, you say? Fine sentiments be han
time. I had ta mess about with whitelead and strips o
helping to put bandages on those leaky steam-pipes-
watch the steering and circumvent those snags and ger the
by hook or by crook. There was surface-truth enoug
save a wiser man. And between whiles T had ro look aft
was fireman. He was an improved specimen; he could fir
boiler. He was there below me and, upon my word, to
as edifying as seeing a dog in a parody of breeche
walking on his hind legs. A few months of training ha
really fine chap. He squinted ar the steam-gauge and a
with an evident effort of intrepidity—and he had :
poor devil, and the wool of his pate shaved into guee
three ornamental scars on each of his cheeks. H oug]
clapping his hands and stamping his feet on the bank
he was hard ar work, a thrall to strange wirchcraft
knowledge. He was useful because he had been instra
knew was this—thar should the water in that trans
pear the evil spirit inside the boiler would get angry
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tand take a terrible vengeance. So he sweared and
hed the glass fearfully (with an impromprtu charm,
dto his arm and a piece of polished bone as big as a
ys through his lower lip) while the wooded banks

y, the shore noise was left behind, the interminable
nd we crept on, towards Kurrz,




