Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness

Analysis Notes

I. Social Issues

A. colonialism and the irrationality, lawlessness, and human suffering produced/promoted by colonialism

1. Thames River/London “one of the dark places on the earth” when the Roman Empire dominated 

2. “Pilgrimage” into Africa (civilize the heathens, power, greed and destructive pride)

3. Irrationality/chaos seen in the Stations

a) Doctor—no medical exam, just measures head

b) Decaying machinery, senseless blasting

c) Unused rivets at outer station, no rivets at middle station

d) Manager, brickmaker, Eldorado Expedition

e) Payment of useless brass wire to natives

f) Murder of Fresleven over two black hens

II. Role of Women

A. Naïve female stereotype (“it’s queer how out of touch with truth women are.  They live in a world of their own…. We must help them stay in the beautiful world of their own, lest ours gets worse.”)

1. Marlow’s Aunt (thought Marlow could help “wean the ignorant millions from their horrid ways”)

2. Kurtz’s intended (“she is out of it—completely”)

3. Painting of blindfolded woman (blindfolded to reality)

B. Foils to naïve women

1. two feminine Fate figures in Company offices (allusion to Dante’s Inferno, where the black wool knitting fates guard the door to Hades)

2. the native temptress (symbolizes the wild temptation which has kept Kurtz in the jungle)

III. The Pilgrims (pilgrim typically connotes a person on a sacred, religious journey—these are only pursuing greed)

A. Chief accountant (oblivious to the pain, starvation, and sickness of the natives in his relentless pursuit of accurate records “When one has to make correct entries, one comes to hate those savages.”)

B. Manager

IV. Freudian Influences—The three stations as Ego, Superego, and Id

A. Outer Station

1. accountant—Ego—man’s exterior self

2. external social appearance (accountant “kept up his appearance”)

3. superficial

B. Central Station

1. Superego—the conscience, keeps the Id under control

2. Though the people in the Central Station are dangerously close to the wilderness, they have not completely given in to it.

C. Journey up the river—traveling into the darkness of the unconscious mind

D. Inner Station

1. The Id—man’s irrational and chaotic unconsciousness

2. No superego at the Inner Station to keep Kurtz from “forgetting himself”

E. Reflects Conrad’s idea that once the superego is removed as the dominant control over the Id, control can never be regained.  If control could be regained, man is forever changed and can no longer live with the illusions of the Ego

V. Archetypal Motifs

A. Journey

B. Quest (wealth, control, power, increased consciousness)

C. Hero (Marlow represents quiet, knowledgeable hero figure—descends into hell and returns with an expanded consciousness)

D. Temptress

E. Outcast (the Russian “harlequin”—his book allows him to maintain his sanity despite his idolatrous devotion towards Kurtz)

F. Devil 

1.  the Congo River—like the snake in the biblical account of Adam and Eve

2. Manager—no noble intentions (wrecks Marlow’s steamer, delays arrival of rivets, orders the beating of the native child for the burning down of the supply building which he probably burnt himself, orders steamer to turn around within two miles of Inner Station, wants Kurtz to die)

G. Fall

VI. Literary Devices

A. Irony created through a mix of tragedy, absurdity, and dark satire

1. Marlow called a “lower sort of apostle” and faced with “a choice of nightmares”

2. Dying natives vs. elegance of accountant who is oblivious

3. Manager, who manages only disorder, chaos, and confusion

4. Brickmaker, makes no bricks

5. Kurtz the tragic anti-hero (evokes sympathy, pity and terror from Marlow, still carries within him the “vestiges of a humanity”)

B. Foreshadowing (of death)

1. women knitting

2. feels as if he is “about to set off for the center of the earth,” connected with hell

3. dark forest that destroys and kills men

4. Doctor—asks about madness and says he never sees the men he examines after they leave

5. Use of word “Adieu”—rarely used by native speakers of French, as it literally means “to God” (generally, “au revoir” is used)

