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INTRODUCTION TO
CONRAD’S
MASTERPIECE

Joseph Conrad’s Heart
of Darkness stands as
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
p r o f o u n d  a n d
unsettling  works  of
English  l iterature.
Published in 1899, this
novella  transcends  its
initial appearance as a
simple adventure story
t o  b e c o m e  a
penetrating exploration
of  imperialism,  human
nature,  and  the  fine

line  that  separates
c i v i l i z a t i on  f r om
s a v a g e r y .  T h e
nar ra t ive  fo l lows
Char les  Mar low,  a
seasoned sailor, as he
recounts  his  journey
into  the  heart  of  the
African  continent  and,
more  significantly,  into
the darkest recesses of
the  human  soul .  A
summary of The Heart
of Darkness by Joseph
Conrad must therefore
go  beyond  a  simple
recounting of events; it
must engage with the
dense  symbolism  and
psychological  depth
that  have  made  the
book  a  sub jec t  o f
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enduring  scholarly
debate  and  popular
fascination.  The  story
is  a  frame  narrative,
told from the deck of a
ship  called  the  Nellie
on  the  River  Thames,
as Marlow speaks to a
group  of  old  friends,
contrasting the light of
L o n d o n  w i t h  t h e
"darkness"  o f  the
unknown  wor ld  he
once  visited.
T o  a p p r e c i a t e  a
summary of The Heart
of Darkness by Joseph
Conrad,  one  must  first
u n d e r s t a n d  t h e
historical  context.
Conrad wrote the story
after his own voyage to
the Congo Free State,
a  territory  brutally
exp lo i ted  by  K ing
Leopold  II  of  Belgium.
The  atrocities  Conrad
w i t n e s s e d  t h e r e
horrified  him  and
prov ided  the  raw
material  for  his  fiction.
T h e  b o o k  i s  n o t  a

t r a v e l o g u e  b u t  a
powerful  indictment of
co lon ia l  g reed .  I t
challenges  the  heroic
n a r r a t i v e s  o f
exploration  that  were
popular  in  Victorian
England,  exposing
instead  a  wor ld  of
hypocrisy,  violence,
and moral  decay.  The
very title of the book is
a  p o w e r f u l  p u n ,
referring  both  to  the
literal  heart  of  the
African  continent  and
to  the  metaphorical
darkness  that  lies  at
the  core  of  humanity
when  stripped  of  the
constraints of society.

PART ONE: THE
SETUP AND
MARLOW’S
COMMISSION

The  summary  of  The
Heart  of  Darkness  by
Joseph  Conrad  begins
with Marlow telling his
companions  how  his
childhood  fascination
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with  maps led  him to
the  "blank  spaces"  of
the  world.  One  such
space  was  the  Congo
River, and he resolved
to  visit  it .  Through
family connections,  he
secures a position as a
steamboat  captain  for
a  Be lg ian  t rad ing
company.  The  journey
beg ins  in  Europe,
where Marlow visits the
C o m p a n y ’ s
headquarters in a city
that  feels  oppressive
and  deathly,  full  of
deceitful, pale men. He
feels  a  foreboding
sense  that  the  entire
enterprise  is  a  sham.
He is required to sign a
contract,  and  during
t h e  p r o c e s s ,  h e
e n c o u n t e r s  t w o
o m i n o u s  w o m e n
knitting  black  wool,
w h o  s e e m  l i k e
mythological  figures  of
fate.

The
Journey
to the
Station
Marlow  arrives  at  the
Outer  Station  on  the
African  coast  and  is
immediately  struck  by
chaos  and  waste.  He
sees African laborers in
chains,  treated  with
appalling cruelty, and a
m a c h i n e r y  o f
ext ract ion  that  i s
inefficient  and  brutal.
The Company is  more
interested  in  making
money  than  in  any
civilizing  mission.  At
the  Central  Station,
Marlow  discovers  that
his  steamboat  has
been  mysteriously
sunk.  He  is  forced  to
wait  for  repairs ,  a
delay  that  frustrates
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him. He also hears the
first  stories  about  a
remarkable  agent
named  Kurtz,  who  is
stationed  deep  in  the
in te r i o r .  Ku r t z  i s
described as a prodigy,
a man who sends back
more ivory than all the
o t h e r  s t a t i o n s
combined.  He  is  also
seen  as  a  leader  of
extraordinary charisma
and intelligence, a man
who promises to bring
civ i l izat ion  to  the
"savages."
T h i s  p a r t  o f  t h e
summary of The Heart
of Darkness by Joseph
Conrad establishes the
central  mystery  of
Kurtz.  He becomes an
obsession  for  Marlow
and for everyone in the
c o m p a n y .  T h e
manager of the Central
Station  is  jealous  of
Kurtz  and  seems  to
hope he will  perish in
the  jungle.  Marlow,
h o w e v e r ,  g r o w s

increasingly  curious
about  this  man  who
has achieved so much
and  who  is  so  highly
p r a i s e d .  T h e
atmosphere  is  one  of
decay,  fever ,  and
concealed malice.  The
journey  upstream
becomes  a  metaphor
for  a  journey  back  in
time,  away  from  the
light of reason and into
a  primeval,  instinctual
world.

PART TWO: THE
JOURNEY UP THE
RIVER

As  Marlow  finally
begins  his  voyage  up
the  Congo  River  with
h i s  r e p a i r e d
s t e a m b o a t ,  t h e
narrative  becomes
increasingly  symbolic
and hallucinatory.  The
summary of The Heart
of Darkness by Joseph
Conrad  at  this  point
shifts  from  a  tale  of
colonial adventure to a
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psychological  thriller.
The  jungle  presses  in
on the river, dense and
impenetrable.  Marlow
feels  as  if  they  are
traveling  through  a
prehistoric  world.  The
journey  is  slow  and
dangerous,  with  the
constant  threat  of
attack from the unseen
inhabitants  of  the
forest. They encounter
abandoned  villages
and  the  detritus  of
failed colonial projects:
machinery  rusting  in
the  bush ,  and  the
si lent  evidence  of
violence and disease.

The Cry
of the
Unknown
A t  o n e  p o i n t ,  t h e
steamboat  is  attacked
with a  rain  of  arrows.
Marlow’s  helmsman,  a

native  man  paid  to
perform  the  duty,  is
killed by a spear.  The
attack  is  sudden  and
terr i fy ing.  Marlow
t h r o w s  a  p a i r  o f
binoculars overboard in
a  moment  of  panic.
T h e  i n c i d e n t  i s
significant because it is
the  first  direct
confrontation  with  the
p e o p l e  K u r t z  i s
supposedly  "civilizing."
Marlow  is  not  angry;
instead,  he  feels  a
deep sense of unease.
He  understands  that
t h e  a t t a c k  i s  n o t
mindless savagery but
a  desperate  act  of
resistance.  He  sounds
the  steam  whistle  to
frighten the attackers,
a  p a t h e t i c  a n d
mechanical  response
to  a  living,  breathing
human conflict. The cry
they  hear  from  the
shore  is  a  sound  of
pure,  primal  despair
and fury, a sound that
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Marlow  says  remains
with  him  forever.
T h r o u g h o u t  t h i s
journey, Marlow learns
more about Kurtz from
the Russian trader who
has  been  living  with
him. The Russian tells
Marlow that  Kurtz  has
"expanded  his  mind"
and  has  completely
abandoned  European
morality.  Kurtz  has
become a god-king to
the local tribes, leading
them in brutal raids for
i v o r y .  H e  h a s
o r n a m e n t e d  t h e
stockade  around  his
s t a t i o n  w i t h  t h e
shrunken  heads  of
"rebels."  This  is  the
brutal  heart  of  the
story. The summary of
The Heart of Darkness
by Joseph Conrad must
highlight this  shocking
revelation:  the  man
who  was  supposed  to
b e  a  p a r a g o n  o f
civilization has become
the most savage of all.

He  has  not  brought
light  to  the  darkness;
the  da rkness  has
consumed  him.

PART THREE: THE
MEETING WITH
KURTZ AND HIS
END

Marlow  finally  arrives
at the Inner Station. He
is  immediately  struck
by the chaos and the
atmosphere  of  terror.
He sees the heads on
the  poles,  a  chilling
confirmation  of  the
Russian’s  story.  Kurtz
is  carr ied  out  on  a
stretcher, a shadow of
a man, sick with fever
and madness. He is a
"voice"  more  than  a
body,  a  mesmerizing
inte l lec t  that  has
t u r n e d  e n t i r e l y
inwards.  The manager
and  the  company’s
in tended  he i r  a re
frustrated  because
Kurtz is  still  alive and
they  cannot  simply
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take  over  the  station.
M a r l o w  f e e l s  a
pro found ,  a lmost
terrifying responsibility
for  Kurtz.  He  sees  in
Kurtz  a  reflection  of
what  any  man  could
b e c o m e  i f  g i v e n
absolute  power  and
f r e e d o m  f r o m
judgment.

The
Intended
Visit and
the Final
Words
Kurtz  escapes  the
stat ion  one  night ,
crawling back into the
jungle.  Marlow  finds
him and the two have a
final,  cryptic
conversation.  Marlow
persuades  Kurtz  to
return to the boat. On

the  steamer,  as  they
finally  begin  the
journey back down the
river,  Kurtz  dies.  His
final  words,  whispered
in a moment of terrible
c la r i ty ,  a re :  "The
horror!  The  horror!"
These  words  are  the
climax  of  the  book.
They are an ambiguous
judgment.  Are  they
Kurtz’s  final
condemnation  of  the
world he has made? Or
are they a moment of
c o m p l e t e  s e l f -
k n o w l e d g e ,  a
realization of the depth
of  his  own  depravity?
The  summary  of  The
Heart  of  Darkness  by
Joseph  Conrad  leaves
t h i s  o p e n  t o
interpretation, which is
precisely  what  gives
the  novel  its  lasting
power.
Marlow  nearly  dies
himself  on  the  return
j o u r n e y ,  b u t  h e
survives. He returns to
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Europe,  a  changed
man. He is haunted by
the  memory  of  Kurtz.
He is tracked down by
Kurtz’s "Intended," the
beautiful  woman Kurtz
had  been  engaged  to
mar ry .  She  i s  the
symbol  of  everything
Europe pretends to be:
innocent,  pure,  and
idealistic.  She  asks
Marlow  what  Kurtz’s
final  words  were.  She
wants  to  believe  that
he died with her name
o n  h i s  l i p s ,  a s  a
t e s t a m e n t  t o  h i s
redemption.  Marlow
cannot bring himself to
tell  her  the  truth.  He
lies.  He  tells  her  that
Kurtz’s  last  word  was
her  name.  This  final,
crushing  l ie  is  the
moral conclusion of the
book.  The darkness  is
not just in the Congo; it
is in the very heart of
Europe, in the lies that
susta in  the  ent i re
system of imperialism.

MAJOR THEMES
AND ANALYSIS

A  complete  summary
o f  T h e  H e a r t  o f
Darkness  by  Joseph
C o n r a d  w o u l d  b e
r e m i s s  w i t h o u t  a
discussion of its major
themes. These are the
issues  that  make  the
book far  more than a
period piece.

The Hypocrisy
of Imperialism:
Conrad
systematically
dismantles the
idea that
European
colonialism was a
noble, civilizing
mission. He
shows it as a
nakedly greedy,
destructive, and
murderous
enterprise. The
company’s
employees are
driven by profit
and status, not
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by any moral
purpose.
The Thin
Veneer of
Civilization: The
book suggests
that civilization is
a fragile
construct. When
removed from
the laws and
social pressures
of Europe, a
person can
rapidly revert to
a primal state.
Kurtz is the
ultimate example
of this
regression. He
had "kicked
himself loose of
the earth" by
rejecting all
moral
constraints.
Darkness and
Light: Conrad
uses a constant
interplay of light
and dark
imagery. London

itself is described
as having been a
"place of
darkness" in
Roman times.
The book
suggests that
darkness is not a
quality of a race
or a place, but a
universal
potential within
humanity. The
journey is from
the false light of
civilization into
the obscurity of
truth.
The Unreliable
Nature of
Truth: The
entire story is
told by Marlow, a
man who admits
he hates lies. Yet
he ends the book
by telling one.
The story itself is
filtered through
memory, through
the haze of fever,
and through the
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psychological
shock of what he
witnessed. The
reader can never
be sure of the
objective truth of
what happened
in the jungle.

CHARACTER
ANALYSIS IN THE
NOVELLA

Charles
Marlow
M a r l o w  i s  t h e
p r o t a g o n i s t  a n d
n a r r a t o r .  H e  i s  a
practical,  thoughtful
sailor  with  a  strong
moral  core.  He serves
as  the  reader’s  guide
through the nightmare.
He is not a hero in the
traditional sense; he is
a witness.  His  journey
i s  o n e  o f
disillusionment.  He
begins  with  a  typical

Victorian  curiosity
a b o u t  t h e  " b l a n k
spaces" and ends with
a profound trauma and
a  deep  skept ic ism
about the values of his
own  society.  He  is
defined  by  his
c o m m i t m e n t  t o
storytelling  and  his
honesty,  making  his
final  lie  all  the  more
devastating.

Mr. Kurtz
Kurtz is the enigma at
the center of the story.
H e  i s  a  m a n  o f
immense  talent  and
ambition – a painter, a
writer, a musician, and
a  speaker  of  great
eloquence.  He  had
written a report for the
"International  Society
for the Suppression of
Savage  Customs"
which  concluded  with
the  magnificent
scribble:  "Exterminate
all  the  brutes!"  This
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contradiction is the key
to  his  character.  He
had  the  potential  for
g r e a t  g o o d ,  b u t
absolute power and the
l a c k  o f  a n y
accountability  allowed
his darkest impulses to
flourish.  He  is  less  a
c h a r a c t e r  t h a n  a
symbol of the potential
for  evil  that  exists  in
every  human  being
when  all  restraint  is
removed.

The
Intended
Kurtz’s fiancée is never
named. She represents
t h e  b l i n d ,  n a i v e
idealism of Europe. She
l ives  in  a  wor ld  o f
comfortable  lies  and
refuses to see the truth
about  the  man  she
loved or the system he
represented.  Marlow’s
lie to her is an act of
mercy, but it is also a

p r o f o u n d  a c t  o f
complicity. He chooses
to  protect  the  illusion
rather than tell a truth
that would do no good.
She  i s  a  po ignant
figure,  trapped  in  the
l i g h t  o f  h e r  o w n
ignorance.

SYMBOLISM AND
LANGUAGE

C o n r a d ’ s  u s e  o f
language in  Heart  of
Darkness is central to
i t s  p o w e r .  T h e
summary of The Heart
of Darkness by Joseph
C o n r a d  i s  o f t e n
challenging  because
the  book  re l ies  on
s u g g e s t i o n  a n d
impression rather than
literal  description.  The
jungle is described not
in  botanical  detail  but
as a "vast, mysterious,
and  mute"  presence.
The river is  a "snake"
that  draws  Marlow in.
T h e  f o g  i s  a n
"impenetrable  wall."
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The African people are
rarely  individualized;
they are a "tumult" of
black limbs and white
e y e b a l l s .  T h i s
t e c h n i q u e  i s
controversial, as it has
been  crit icized  for
dehumaniz ing  the
native  population.
However,  Conrad’s

purpose  was  to  place
the reader in Marlow’s
sub jec t ive  s ta te :
disoriented,  fearful,
and  unable  to  grasp
the  full  reality  of  the
s i t u a t i o n .  T h e
"darkness" is a state of
mind  as  much  as  a
physical


