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Distinguishing Traits of Author:
       	Born Józef Teodor Konrad Korzeniowski in Berdychiv, Ukraine, Conrad was the only child of a relatively poor family.  His father’s occupation was a playwright, but his political activism eventually forced the family into exile to Vologda, Russia.  However, in 1865 Conrad’s mother died from tuberculosis made worse by the bad climate, and Conrad was soon sent to his uncle when his father also died of tuberculosis in 1869, leaving him orphaned at 11.  His first encounter with English was when his father was translating work in order to support the family, after his Conrad’s mother had died.
       	
Five years after going to live with his uncle, Conrad was allowed to become a mariner at the age of 16.  Embarking upon a 21-year career on the seas, he sailed from 1874 to 1878 in the French merchant service.  However, since he would be in danger of being put down for conscription when he became of age, he signed up for a post on a British ship in April 1878, landing in England for the first time in June 1878.  Serving 16 years in the British merchant navy, Conrad traveled to many places including Sumatra and the Congo, acquiring many ideas for his alter works there.  He became a British subject in August 1886 and achieved his master mariner’s certificate in November that same year.  In 1894, however, his uncle died, and his career at sea ended with his four-month trip to the Congo.
       	
       	Taking up writing in 1894, Conrad sent in his first book, Almayer’s Folly, that year, changing his name to Joseph Conrad because his original name was too hard for English readers to pronounce.  However, he made only modest sales from his work until 1913, when his fourteenth book, Chance, was published.
In 1895 Conrad married the 22-year-old Jessie George; they had two children together.  Continuing to write well into his years despite increasingly worse health conditions, he died in August 3, 1924.

Setting:

       	The setting of the novel opens with Marlow telling the story from a future point in time looking back on his past experiences on the Thames River by London. The novel takes place in a couple in different places: Brussels and different stations in the Congo. The first station that Marlow stops by is the outer station. The outer station is described as wasteful, full of death and decay. Here he notices a lot of futility. The natives bomb something that is not interfering with their plans. Another native’s attempt to put out a fire with a bucket of water but the bucket has a hole in it. He is appalled by the terrible sights he sees.
       	As he travels up the river, his next stop is the Central Station. After his steamboat is sunken, he is forced to stay at the Central Station for a couple months until his steamboat is repaired. When his boat is repaired, Marlow continues up the river to the Inner station where Kurtz is. In contrasts to the Outer Station, the natives do not seem as miserable as the ones in the Outer Station. At the Inner Station, Kurtz is getting things down and collecting the ivory. Along with that, he has made himself a god to the natives.
       	After the Inner Station, Marlow returns home to Brussels and has changed. The Congo has changed him in many different ways. He has become a little darker and bitterer. He visits Kurtz's Intended and does the one thing that he detests. He lies to her because the truth is too dark.


Brief Plot Synopsis:

       	Heart of Darkness begins in present day with an outside narrator describing a man named Marlow. The novel then changes to Marlow's point of view while he shares his story about his trip to the Congo. Marlow asks his aunt to help him find a job as a captain and she does. He travels to the Congo with the Company. In the Congo, Marlow notices a lot of suffering, cruelty and futility. The natives are working for the Company who is in search for ivory and wealth. Marlow first arrives at the Central Station where he meets the manager. He discovers that his steamship has sunk forcing him to spend several months before it is repaired. During this time, suspicions grow and the manager feels the Kurtz, a successful member of the company, is a threat to his job. After the ship is repaired, Marlow, the manager, a few pilgrims and cannibals voyage up the river.

       	Marlow and the crew come across an abandoned village with a stack of firewood, along with a note warning them to travel with caution. Soon after they take the stack of wood, natives in the jungle attack them. Marlow blows the steam whistle and scares the natives away. The African helmsman is killed and soaks up Marlow's shoes with blood. After the attack they arrive at the inner station where Marlow finally meets a Russian trader and Kurtz. Unfortunately, Kurtz has become very ill. Marlow learns that the Russian completely admires Kurtz and has nursed him back to help two times. To the natives, Kurtz is like a god. There are even skulls on stakes that were human sacrifices for Kurtz. The manager speaks with Marlow and concludes that Kurtz is dangerous towards the company and his methods are unsound. In the middle of the night, Marlow finds Kurtz crawling into the jungle and convinces him to return before he is consumed and lost in the darkness. Soon after, Kurtz boards the steamer in order to return home. Marlow sees a native woman, beautiful and exotic, Kurtz's mistress standing at the shore, staring at the ship. Marlow discovers that Kurtz ordered the attack on the steamer so that they would think he was dead and leave him alone.


       	On the ship, Kurtz becomes more ill. He entrusts his private papers to Marlow because Marlow can keep them safe and away from dangerous hands. In the front of all his papers, he wrote "Exterminate all the brutes!". When the steamer breaks down, Kurtz dies as well. His last words were "The horror! The horror!". Soon after that, Marlow falls ill as well but recovers. When he returns to Brussels, multiple people, who ask for Kurtz’s papers, visit Marlow. After dealing with them Marlow goes to meet Kurtz’ intended. When he sees her, she wears black because she is still in mourning for Kurtz. She continuously talks about how she knew him the most and how much every admired and loved him. In the end when she asks what his last words were, Marlow does the one thing he hates the most, lies. He lies and tells her that Kurtz's last words was her name because he feels the truth is too painful for women.

Characters:

Marlow
       	Pensive and observant, Marlow is a sailor who philosophizes much at sea.  Possessing a desire to travel, he wishes to do valuable work by going to the Congo and filling in the maps of the area.  Though it is no longer such a mystery when he gets a post there, Marlow displays conscience and a good work ethic when he arrives and travels through the stations, wishing to work and liking those who are frank and earnest.  An idealistic man, he shies away from petty deception, something he “hate[s] and detest[s] in the world” (37).  In addition, he displays compassion and empathy when he meets Kurtz’s Intended, as he goes against his ideals and lies to her in order to protect her from Kurtz’s words.

Kurtz
       	The chief of the Inner Station, Kurtz is an ambitious man whose desires eventually consume him.   Once believed to be perhaps “a fine fellow who stuck to his work for its own sake,” he turns and does it purely for his own sake, becoming belligerent and selfish regarding the ivory that he gains (42).  Increasingly egotistical and maniacal, Kurtz seems to find pleasure in watching the natives worship him and commands even the Europeans, expecting his orders to be followed.  Eventually, however, even he realizes how far he has gone, though t is too late for him to atone for his actions.

The white companion
       	A constant annoyance to Marlow on the 200-mile tramp, the white companion is a corpulent individual who constantly faints on the trip.   The embodiment of the pilgrims as well as many other Europeans in the Congo, he has come to exploit the land and “to make money, of course” (29).  Using imperialism as an excuse to go and make his fortune, he is one of many who go for the sake of becoming rich, revealing the hypocrisy of wanting to improve the natives by enslaving them and killing them slowly with overwork and overall bad treatment.  He also displays the savage side in even civilized individuals, since he is but one of many selfish and corrupt people working for the Company.

The chief accountant
       	Having “verily accomplished something” out in the Congo, the chief accountant inspires admiration in Marlow (27).  The epitome of cleanliness and efficiency, in “a high starched collar, white cuffs, a light alpaca jacket, snowy trousers, a clear necktie, and varnished boots”, the chief accountant at the Outer Station is a conscientious man who lacks morals in place of a good work ethic (15).  Begrudging even space in his office for a sick white man, he spends most of his time at his post with the Company’s bookkeeping, only stepping outside once in a while for fresh air.  A European who can get things done neatly and well, he seems to be able to even get the natives to do what he wants and is one of the few people who can actually complete some useful work.

General manager
       	An average man, the general manager is only different because of his hardy constitution.   Outlasting everyone, he unsettles others with his mysterious aura, adding a strange smile to the end of every remark.  “Neither civil nor uncivil,” he is a secretive man, keeping to himself; he is able to maintain some control over others by being an enigma (31).  However, he is actually insecure, wanting a guarantee of his post and power over others.

Russian
       	Trusting and easily impressed, the Russian is a trader who occasionally takes care of Kurtz.  Taken in by the elder’s talk, he is loyal, returning at intervals and nursing him through two illnesses.  Containing the renewal of youth, he is described as a “harlequin,” bright and cheery with the capacity to endure whatever he faces (67).  Although he is but a lone Caucasian among the natives, he retains a relatively optimistic disposition, an embodiment of those who undertake noble tasks for the sake of helping and getting things done.

Kurt’s Mistress 
The Native woman is first seen when Marlow reaches the Inner station. She dressed different than most of the natives, "she walked with measured steps, draped in striped and fringed cloths, treading the earth proudly, with a slight jingle and flash of barbarous ornaments" (56). The mistress was spoiled in wealth, a symbol of male dominance of women. She is constantly seen with her arms stretched outwards towards the steamboat and Kurtz. She yearns for Kurtz to stay but like many things in the novel, her action is useless.

The Intended
The Intended embodies the women in Marlow’s civilized world.  Innocent and filled with the “inextinguishable light of belief and love,” the Intended’s visions of Kurtz show Marlow that women should be protected from the harsh reality of the real world (89).  Her naïveté further displays the idealistic beliefs that civilized women seem to have.

Natives
The natives are seen multiple times in the novel. At first, Marlow sees the natives in the same way that everyone does, savage and untamed. After a while though, Marlow's views begin to change. He realizes that they are not to different from him. They are all consumed by darkness as well and they're actions are just as futile as the Europeans.

Doctor
Marlow sees the doctor before he leaves for the Congo. The Doctor measures his crania but admits to Marlow that his patients never return and the "changes take place inside" (56). He is the symbol for futility because he is studying something that will never take him to the results he wants. Marlow feels annoyed for the waste of time and pointless questions.

Fates
While in Brussels before his departure, Marlow encounters two women who "knitted black wool feverishly" (55). These women represent the fates as well as foreshadow what Marlow will encounter in the Congo. They foreshadow the death and dark fates that he will witness on his journey. They make him feel uneasy and they make him sense something ominous in the atmosphere.

Pilgrims
Marlow travels with the Pilgrims while going up the river and to the inner station. Marlow has a feeling of annoyance towards the pilgrims because “they wandered here and there with their absurd long stave in their hands, like a lot of faithless pilgrims bewitched inside a rotten fence” (72). These pilgrims are simply Europeans but they are labeled as pilgrims because the praise ivory religiously. They seem to have been bewitched by the Congo and the greed.

Cannibals
The cannibals are seen on the journey up the river and towards the inner station. Marlow notices their "restraint" and how they chose to not just eat them (37). Marlow says that hunger is the one hardest thing to deal with yet the cannibals are able to restrain themselves even with food right in front of them. Marlow has a small sense of admiration for them. In contrasts, the pilgrims complain about hunger while the cannibals know control.

Foreman
The Foreman is one of the rare characters in the novel that are actually efficient. He was assigned to work for Marlow to fix his steamboat. He is describes as "a good worker" and Marlow agrees (26). Unlike everyone else, the Foreman actually tries to do something despite the lack of materials. Even without rivets to fix the steamboat, he is still a representation of productivity.

Fainting Man
The fainting man is Marlow's white companion while on the 200-mile tramp. He had a "bad habit of fainting" and that annoyed Marlow (17). When Marlow asks why he is here is answer is simply to make money. He is an example of how wealth consumes people. He is putting is body at risk all for the sake of money. He is also a representation of all of Europe; money is all he thinks about, even at the risk of his life.

Symbols:

Ivory: In the novel, ivory is a symbol of wealth and greed. While on the 200 mile tramp, Marlow had a white companion. When he asked his companion why he had come to the Congo, his answer was simply "to make money, of course" (17). The search for ivory is what lured all the white men to the Congo and their only concern is wealth. This thirst for wealth leads to the ruin of the Congo and eventually the ruin of themselves.

Presence: In the novel, Marlow constantly refers to the Congo as having a presence. This presence is a symbol for nature reclaiming what has been taken. When Marlow returned for the previous captain, he sees "the grass growing through his ribs" (7). The white men have come into the Congo and ruined it and slowly the presence is taking back everything. This presence creates a deeper mystery of the Congo as well as creates a sense of danger. The Congo lures and tempts many in and at the same time, it is reclaiming what it has lost.

Doctor: The doctor is a symbol of futility. When Marlow goes to see him for his examination, the doctor measures his crania to see if it goes through any changes when Marlow returns, but the doctor himself admits that "the changes take place inside" (9). It is futile to measure the outside when the changes occur only inside. This theme of futility is started by the doctor but is seen multiple times throughout the novel. A lot of actions are done for no apparent reason other than being futile.

Jungle: The jungle itself symbolizes the darkness that lies within human hearts. Marlow, in various points in his story, looks out into the vast jungle and is severely affected by the potent silence and darkness of it all. Much how like the human heart or essence is difficult to definitively describe or wrap one's mind around, the jungle to Marlow is a confusing, enigmatic, source of awe and wonder.

River: The river symbolizes the river styx that Charon rows those who enter into Hades. When Marlow is going down the river towards the Inner Station, where Kurtz resides, he comments on how treacherous the waters are and how foggy and difficult it is to navigate the river itself. The mysterious and eerie mood of the trip suggest that the river is more than just a dangerous river to sail down.

Motifs:

Futility
The motif of futility emphasizes the uselessness and hypocrisy of those who wish to improve others.  The first example of such hopelessness arises with the doctor; he takes measurements of Marlow’s head though ‘the changes take place inside” (20).  Though he knows it has no effect, he takes those measurements anyway, just as the Company undertakes helping the natives though in reality it is exploiting them.  In addition, this is an example of how much is wasted in the world, not just in the Congo, since people are careless and do things just for the doing of it, not for any useful purpose.

Reference to Women
In the novel, Marlow uses the motif of references to women in order to express how he feels about women as well as to contrasts Europe with the Congo. Marlow says that women should "stay in that beautiful world of their own" because they are too weak for the real world (44). Marlow constantly shows his dislike for women. By showing his opinions about how weak and soft there are, he points out the darkness of the Congo that women cannot handle. Unlike Europe, the Congo has too many hard and dark truths that are too dark for women's soft minds.

Work
       	Both productive and unproductive work is undertaken in the book.  When Marlow is going to the Outer Station, he comes across a railway that is being built.  However, the cliff being destroyed “was not in the way or anything; but this objectless blasting was all the work going on” (24).  He also discovers a hole that seems to have been dug for no reason; since people are wasting resources blindly and doing nothing truly helpful, this can mean that people have stopped caring and only do what they want to do.  Even the few who do actual work seem to have ulterior motives; the boiler-maker helps fix the steamboat to earn money for his family and the chief accountant wants to make money as well.

Sun
Marlow uses a motif of the sun in order to show how it is a part of the Congo's dark influence. Every time the sun is referenced, it is related to men suffering or not being able to handle it. When telling the story of the Swede, he says "the sun too much for him" (12). The sun is a part of nature's plan of reclaiming what has been taken from it. The fierce and hot sun make men mad. This makes the Congo an even more difficult place to survive in. Every part of nature is against the men who come to tear it apart.

Savages
The motif of “savages” shows the effect of the white men on the natives. The natives are constantly referred to as "unhappy savages", but the only reason they act hostile is because the white men make them that way (13). Even Marlow admits that while talking to the manager, he was beginning to become savage. The white men's hostility and force bring out a defensive mechanism in the natives and turn them into "savages". This motif shows how white men have no interest in the effects of their selfish acts.

Grass	
A motif of grass is used in order to show nature reclaiming itself. When Marlow found Freeslaven's body he describes "the grass growing through his ribs was tall enough to hide his bones" (7). This reoccurrence of grass shows nature trying to take back what was taken from them. The grass and the jungle is slowly luring in men and consuming everything. This shows the unconquerable aspect of the jungle and how the white men will never be able to take over.

Inability to express thoughts
The entire novel is composed of his varied opinions and impressions concerning his experience in the Congo. Marlow frequently has trouble definitively explaining his thoughts and his views on confusing topics. This inability to express his thoughts reflects the Conrad's idea that all experiences do not necessarily need to be understood, but rather experienced and appreciated. One may not be able to understand the darkness of the heart, but at least the least one must acknowledge it.

Archetypes:

Mad Genius: The mad genius in the novel is Kurtz. This is confirmed by his outstanding work ethics, the numerous accounts of admiration and praise from those who have worked with him, his ability to effectively move people with speech, and his absolutely morally repugnant ambition to accomplish his goals no matter the consequence. Kurtz's character proves to be the most influential in changing how Marlow saw the world and himself.

Life Changing Journey: Marlow’s trek into the Belgian Congo falls under the category of the “life changing journey” because of how greatly his character changes when the journey is complete. Marlow starts his journey as a civilized man and ends his journey as a horrified man. After satisfying his obsession with the enigmatic Kurtz, Marlow realizes the darkness that ensnared Kurtz is the same darkness that resides in his own heart.

Haven v. Wilderness: In the novel, the archetype of haven versus wilderness is often shown. Traveling into the Congo, "the heart of darkness", it is an unsafe and uncomfortable place. Haven is anywhere not in the jungle so then no one would be lost. In the wilderness, many men have become lost and reclaimed by nature. The previous captain of the ship was found with grass growing through his ribs to the point where he could barely be seen. The wilderness is a place where one can become lost forever.

Fallen hero: Once admired and respected for his attempts to do good, Kurtz has become a villain in more ways than one.  Going to the farthest lengths possible to obtain ivory, he does what is unthinkable to most Europeans, killing and making believe that he is a god to the natives.  In addition to his seeming insanity, his changed ideals are indicated with his forceful demand to “Exterminate all the brutes” (63).  Though he once was very vocal on civilizing the natives, once with them he lost all sense of humanity, taking over them and worrying only about power.

Allusions:

Snake: In the novel, Marlow constantly refers to the river of Congo as a snake. He says that the river is "fascinating−deadly−like a snake" (7). The snake represents temptation. Adam and Eve were tempted and lured in by the snake and in that same way, the Congo, the river, and the jungle is full of temptation. Many people are lured into the Congo and are lost. The allusion to the snake shows how power, wealth, and glory lead to ruin. For the whites, the Congo provides wealth and power and the longer they stay, the more they are lured in and become utterly lost.

Great Britain: Before beginning his story, Marlow says that Great Britain "has been one of the dark places of the earth" (3). By alluding to Great Britain, Marlow points out a thought, that the Congo is not the only dark place in the world. While at that time, many believed that the Congo was full of darkness and savages; Great Britain was too in the eyes of others. By alluding to Great Britain, Marlow sets the idea that his story is not about the greatness of Great Britain but it is about the darkness that he encountered.

Fates: The speaker alludes to the fates in order to foreshadow Marlow's trip to the Congo. Before seeing the doctor, Marlow sees "two women, one fat and the other slim, sat on straw bottom chairs, knitting black wool" (7). The speaker alludes to the threads of fate being knitted by the women. The color black represents death and foreshadows the dark things that Marlow will encounter. In the Congo, death is no surprise, and so not only are the fates a foreshadowing, but they are also a warning.

The Devil: The devil or Hades is referenced often when Marlow is in the Congo jungle, which parallels hell itself. The references to Hades often replace remarks that use God's name in vain. This unusual use of language reflects the strong presence of evil within the Congo, just as Hell is the embodiment of the absence of God.

Themes:

Nature Reclaiming:
       	In the novel, Conrad illustrates multiple occasions where nature reclaims what has been taken from it. In the beginning, Marlow tells the story of how he went back to find the body of Freeslaven. When he found the site of his death, the grass had grown tall enough to cover his bones. The Congo is constantly described as massive with trees as their king. This unconquerable trait of the Congo demonstrates its strength. No matter how much the Europeans attempt to penetrate it, it will reclaim. Just like Freeslaven's body, Nature is slowly taking everything back.
       	
       	In the Congo, the natives are like Nature's army. The Congo has darkened their hearts and has bewitched them. Marlow notices that when the natives are weak from exhaustion and suffering, they disappear into the Congo and return stronger. Nature has already claimed the natives and in a way, it is possessed the natives. The presence and mystery of the Congo prove that people cannot simply come in and take what they want. In Europe, the men may rule, but in the Congo, they are insignificant.
       	
       	In the middle of the night, Marlow finds Kurtz crawling deeper and deeper into the jungle. He is crawling towards a fire and a shadow. Marlow warns him that he will be lost forever if he continues. Nature reclaims itself in many ways and luring people in is one of those methods. Like the snake in the Garden of Eden, the Congo temps men and lures them deeper into the heart of darkness. There is a force more powerful than man, but the men are too blinded by wealth and greed to see that their hearts are darkening the longer they are there.

Duty and Responsibility
       	At times, one’s duty may clash with one’s desires, leading to internal conflict.  When Kurtz came to the Congo, his job was to help the Company as well as to write a pamphlet on the natives.  However, as time passed, his desire to go among the natives and take their ivory grew stronger, eventually surpassing his feeling of having to worry more about the natives than money.  Overtaken by greed, Kurtz let his wants overrun his needs, corrupting him and causing him to lose his conscience.
       	
       	Even Marlow is affected by his duty.  Though he feels as if he wants to tell Kurtz’s Intended the truth about his last words, he refrains from doing so because he does not want to hurt her.  Clouding his judgment, the two decisions both present value to Marlow, though he eventually chooses to lie.  Thus, his duty to tell the truth is overshadowed by his want to help her through Kurtz’s fall into madness.
       	
       	In addition, Marlow feels that he should keep the name of Kurtz in high regard.  Since Kurtz had trusted him with the documents, he felt it was his responsibility to take care of them, and was cautious with those who came to take from him.  Reflecting his desire to follow Kurtz’s last wishes, he guarded them carefully even when the Company man came to claim documents, as was his duty.  Thus, Marlow debated within himself regarding what was to be done, ending with the thought that he should try to help Kurtz, even when it was against higher orders.  As one faces decisions regarding priorities, one should consider conscience and what is right and wrong, even if it may seem pointless to others.

Moral corruption
       	When faced with little opposition, it may be easy to descend into moral corruption.  Alone in the Congo save for the natives, Kurtz finds exploiting them a good way to extract ivory, for he convinces them of his power so he can take their property.  Forgetting about their feelings, he demands subservience from them, taking them over and making use of them as subjects and inferiors, showing his lack of empathy.
       	
       	The pilgrims seem also to have lost their morality.  When at the station, their minds are fixed solely on ivory, not helping the natives.  Even on the boat, when Marlow’s helmsman died, they wanted to embalm him or do something otherwise to him; however, Marlow would not hear of it, saving the body from possible desecration.  As the pilgrims also enjoy shooting, even at people, their view of it as a sport speaks of their racism against the natives.
       	
       	The chief accountant may be refined, but he has also been corrupted in some ways.  Caught up in his work, he does not like to be bothered; as observed in the case of the sick man in his room, he disliked distractions intensely, and may have enjoyed the thought of having the man die so that he could be alone once more.  Putting work over life can be an indication of his less-than-humane thoughts.  Thus, with little policing one may succumb to evil and immoral acts.

Good v Evil
Evil will triumph in the human heart no matter the circumstance.
       	Before reaching the outer station, Marlow walks through an area that is filled with decay of all sorts. He notes on how even the machinery seemed to be dead as well as the various holes in the ground he found. The jungle was taking over and taking back what was once its own property. Just as the darkness of one's heart eventually wins over control of the heart.
       	Another place the novel shows evil's power is when Marlow looks out into the jungle. Many times in the novel Marlow observes the jungle and the silence thereof and is profoundly moved and sometimes frightened for reasons he was not always able to explain. He would compare the jungle often to that of an evil force or power stalking him. Eventually in the inner station the jungle manifests itself in the natives and threatens to take his life as the darkness of the heart fights for heart as well.
       	Lastly, at the end of the novel where Marlow lies to the intended to cover up for Kurtz is an example of how Kurtz had changed Marlow. Marlow, at this point in the novel has acknowledged the power and capabilities of evil and darkness to control one's life. He lies not simply because he cannot bear to break the news to the intended, but because he sees how it is useless to resist darkness in the world controlled by evil.
Memorable Quotes:
·         "The horror! The horror!" (64)
·         "...deceitful flow from the heart of an impenetrable darkness" (43)
·         "We were cut off from the comprehension of our surroundings" (32)
·         "We penetrated deeper and deeper into the heart of darkness" (31)
·         "Nature herself had tried to ward off intruders" (11)
Distinctive Characteristics of Work:
·        Both the geographical and chronological orders are cyclical, with the story going from the present, to the past, to the future, and with the story starting and ending at Brussels.
·        Frame: The author uses a frame structure in order to allow the reader's to find out everything the way Marlow did. From the beginning, everyone has their own beliefs and thoughts. By being in the position of the narrator and learning the story without the narrator's feelings, the reader's feels everything that Marlow does. When Marlow is confused so are the readers. When he is appalled, so are they. This frame structure creates an ambiguous effect, leaving the readers to interpret the events for themselves.
·        Marlow’s life is reminiscent of Joseph Conrad’s life himself

