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“We must all descend into the darkness to achieve wisdom; some do not return.”           
      Background.  The book, Heart of Darkness, written in 1899 by Joseph Conrad, examines a very uncomfortable theme; the inherent nature of man, and do we all, as human beings, have the proclivity to be violent, oppressive, and ruthless?  Do we all, at some point, have a heart of darkness?  Joseph Conrad (1857-1924), a Polish-British author, based this novel on his personal experiences in the Congo, then called the “Congo Free State,” which was little more than a private colony of the Belgian King, Leopold II.  The wealth of Belgium, and indeed for many of the European nations from the 16th to the early 20th centuries, was the extraction of natural resources taken from native populations around the world in a brutal and violent way. In the case of the book Heart of Darkness, the focus was on European activity in Africa and is an unfiltered look at the often-brutal European colonial rule in sub-Saharan Africa and is regarded treatise on the violence of European overlords who are in pursuit of riches.  
Themes.  The Heart of Darkness examines the power dynamics and morality of the time at the cusp of the 20th century. It is a strident commentary on imperialism and racism and the razor-thin difference between “civilized people” and “savages.”  “Whiteness” was the currency of that time and gave license to European nations to move onto the “dark continent” and take what they wanted simply because they could. Conrad, in his examination of the true nature of mankind, forces us to examine who had the power and why and how seemingly educated, enlightened people could descend into such brutality and violence to get what they wanted.  And then to ask a very uncomfortable question, is this capacity for brutality, violence, and cruelty resident in all mankind?  This darkness? 
The book’s place in 20th-century history.  The book received little critical success and even less popular attention.  It was not until well into the second half of the 20th century that the book rose in prominence.  Readers took to its themes as both Europe and the African continent began to come to terms with their colonial past.  In the1960s, as many African nations claimed their independence from Europe, Heart of Darkness and the themes dealt with in its pages took on greater relevance as readers in Europe and Africa rediscovered the book.  In 1998, The Modern Library ranked it as number 67 on its list of the 100 best books of the 20th century.  Many people think of the book as the inspiration for the 1979 movie Apocalypse Now, directed by Francis Ford Coppola.  
Elements of the review. When published, the book was viewed as a sort of adventure book, a popular genre, a tale from the “dark continent” when readers in Europe and America craved tales of derring-do and far away, strange places.  It is based on Conrad’s personal experiences as a ship’s pilot hired by a Belgian trading company to pilot a steamboat up and down a river in the Congo to collect from various trading stations their harvest of ivory.  Along the way, Conrad saw things that would be absurd, if they were not so violent.  A French gunboat firing all its guns into a dense jungle with no appreciable target.  A peaceful grove where African laborers wander off to die of injury, starvation, and neglect.  The title encapsulates the story, “darkness,” the darkness of the African continent, and the darkness of Man’s soul (capitalized here with intent), the predilection to do whatever was necessary to get what one wanted, even to the point of dehumanizing others.  There is a certain, and often unspoken, attraction to human aberration.   The physical book I read was one of those fine-book reprints of the original version.  The book is illustrated with images using bright and dark colors that are at odds with each other and give the reader an uneasy feeling.
About the author.  To truly understand a piece of work, be that the written word, a painting, or a score of music, it is important to understand the person.  Joseph Conrad (born Józef Teodor Konrad Korzeniowski; December 3, 1857 - August 3, 1924) was born in the former Russian Empire to a Polish-speaking family. After a long career in the British Merchant Marines, he settled in England and became a prominent novelist of the early 20th century, writing classics such as Heart of Darkness (1899), Lord Jim (1900), and Nostromo (1904).[footnoteRef:1] Although the works of Joseph Conrad contain the stylistic elements of realism popular in the 19th century, he is regarded as an early modernist. Writers and critics view the works Conrad wrote as a foreshadowing of the events of the world that happen in the later part of the century.[footnoteRef:2]  Conrad lays bare the extravagant European lifestyles financed by brutality and racism, while the unimaginable horrors were hidden from the citizens as they bought tulips, ivory, and spices in the great markets of Europe.  Most of Conrad’s work sought to illustrate the stark contrast between the “civilized” salons of Europe and the squalid, violent trading posts in sub-Saharan Africa.               [1:  Lamb, Bill. Biography of Joseph Conrad, Author of Heart of Darkness.  https://www.thoughtco.com/joseph-conrad. Accessed 10 February 2023. ]  [2:  Ibid. ] 

The story.  Set in colonial Congo in 1899, Marlow, the main character and narrator, gets a job as a pilot on a steamship on a river in the Congo for a European ivory trading business called “The Company.” He travels up the river to join the ship at the Company headquarters and, along the way, is exposed to waste, incompetence, negligence, brutality, and cruelty so extreme that it was hard to comprehend.  While at the Company's Outer Station, Marlow meets the Company's Chief Accountant, who mentions a remarkable man named Kurtz, who runs the Company's Inner Station deep in the jungle. Kurtz has become a legend in the Company as his haul of ivory is three times as much as the other stations. There is great resentment on the part of the management and the other station chiefs as Kurtz’s brutality in acquiring ivory and his treatment of the natives has labeled his methods as “unsound.”    
Marlow continues up the river and encounters scenes of torture, cruelty, and near-slavery. The men who work for the Company describe what they do as “trade,” and their treatment of native Africans is part of a benevolent project of “civilization.”  When Marlow finally meets Kurtz, he is open about the fact that he does not “trade” but rather takes ivory by force, and he describes his treatment of the natives that he rules through violence and intimidation. Both men, Marlow and Kurtz see the business for what it is; racism that underpins the exploitation of people to harvest resources that enrich other people who live far away.  Interestingly, the only two characters who are named in the story are Marlow and Kurtz – they see the truth, and everyone else sees what they want to see – or not see.  But before you think of Marlow (and behind him Conrad) as a person seeking to expose the situation, it can be argued that “Heart of Darkness” participates in an oppression of native Africans that is much more sinister and harder to remedy than the open abuses of Kurtz or the Company’s men. Africans become, for Marlow, a mere backdrop, a human screen against which he can play out his philosophical and existential struggles. Their existence enables his self-contemplation. This kind of dehumanization is more challenging to identify than colonial violence or open racism. 
Conrad takes a very Darwinian approach to his treatment of mankind.  His conclusion?  All of mankind, regardless of schooling, parenting, and socialization, has a capacity for great brutality; all mankind has a dark soul.  When Kurtz breathes his last words: “the horror, the horror,” he comes to terms with what he has become, darkness itself.  
The book paints a bleak image of humanity, racism, cruelty, and violence that are as poignant today as in 1899.  To read these pages is to question mankind and how we are as human beings.  Do we have a soul that is inherently good because of civilization?  Or do each of us have a heart of darkness that just needs the right conditions to reveal its truth?    
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