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Heart of Darkness Part One
Joseph Conrad
Each detail to which your attention is drawn by the Study Guide is part of the puzzle of Heart of Darkness. It is important to notice the details, to ponder them, to see how patterns repeat themselves, and to see how the pieces fit together. Marlow’s journey and your reading about the journey require alertness, discipline, patience, and a willingness to look for what is not immediately apparent. 

A. THE THAMES RIVER SETTING

1. Notice the descriptions of the tide, river, and ships. Who are the friends of Marlow on board the Nellie with him, and how might the mention of their occupations signify a subject important to the novella?

2. At the beginning of the story, it is dusk. Point out descriptive details that create the mood of “brooding gloom.”

3. The narrator says that Marlow sits like an idol. What is suggested by his sitting position and his state of mind?
4. As the ship sits at anchor on the Thames, Marlow is reminded of the past. The Thames is a “waterway…to the utmost ends of the earth;” the river represents the “spirit of the past.” Why has the Thames been “one of the dark places?” What is the significance of his reference to the Roman invasion of Britain?

5. What are Marlow’s comments about the conquest of one people by another?

6. Note that Brussels, Belgium is referred to as the “white sepulcher.” This is an association of the color white with evil. How does this same theme recur where the executive secretary is described?

7. What is the effect created by Marlow’s interruption by the first narrator?
B. PREPARATION FOR THE JOURNEY

1. Look at the description of the map that Marlow studies as he contemplates his journey. Why is the river compared to a snake?

2. In what way do “the women” help Marlow?

What does he mean as he observes near the end of this section that she is like other women, “out of touch with the truth?” What does this convey about his attitude about women?

3. What is the significance of the story of Fresleven?

4. Marlow builds a series of images to describe the Company Office in Brussels. Many of these details have traditional symbolic meanings. How many of these can you connect to either the Bible or classical mythology?

a) white sepulcher

b) narrow street

c) women knitting in the office

d) deadly snake

e) the color black

f) the archetypal journey

5. What is unsettling for Marlow about his visit to the doctor?

C. THE JOURNEY: THE FIRST STAGE
1. As Marlow rides down the coast of Africa on the French steamer, he is struck by the appearance of the coastline, the brightness of the sun, the ridiculous shooting into the jungle of the warship, the mixture of death and trade. What mixture of attitudes arises from these first encounters of his journey?

2. Describe what Marlow sees at the First Station. What does the abandoned machinery, the chaotic appearance, and the suffering of the forced laborers in chains signify? What is the “devil of rapacious and pitiless folly?”

3. In the grove of death, Marlow sees one of the black workers (“nothing but black shadows of disease and despair”) wearing a bit of “white worsted” about his neck. How does that detail connect symbolically to the theme of the European invasion in Africa?

4. Describe the appearance and attitude of the Company’s Chief Accountant Marlow meets at the First Station. What might he represent?

5. Here Marlow first hears about Kurtz. What details seem significant?

6. What does Marlow learn on his two hundred mile trek upcountry? He emphasizes the motif of “paths” as he describes the land journey to the Central Station. What is the symbolic significance? What does Marlow say about death?

7. How does Marlow witness the de-civilizing of the whites in the Congo first hand? 

D. THE CENTRAL STAGE

1. Who is the “flabby devil” that is running the show?

2. Why is Marlow so frustrated by what he sees in Africa and by the Europeans he meets?

3. Marlow finds his steamer at the bottom of the river and a manager who seems to take it for granted that nothing would be done efficiently. How does Marlow react? How does he adjust? What does he mean when he says there are “no external checks?”

4. Again, Marlow hears about Kurtz. What does he learn?

5. As he assumes his task, Marlow says that work is a way of keeping hold on “the redeeming facts of life.” What doe you think he means? Why is this attitude toward work important for him in Africa?

6. What doe you make of the strange episode of the fire and the hole in the bottom of the watering pail? What does this event contribute to Marlow’s and the reader’s sense of European life in Africa?

7. What details do you learn about the character of the brick maker? What is a “papier-mache Mephistopheles?”

8. Look at the description of the oil painting by Kurtz of the blindfolded woman. Remember this image. It will have important connections at other points in the novel. What impression does the painting give of the character of its painter, Kurtz? Of the woman?

9. Why does Marlow say he hates lies? What is his “white lie” and why does he fall into it? Is it justified?

10. In the midst of his narrative Marlow breaks off and speaks to his listeners: “Do you see him? Do you see the story? Do you see anything? It seems to me I am trying to tell you a dream…” What effect is created? What is the significance of the repetition of the verb “to see?” 

What point is he making to his listeners on the Nellie here?

11. Why are rivets important to Marlow?

Again he talks about his work: “I don’t like work…but I like what is in the work—the chance to find yourself. Your own reality…” As the novel progresses, think about whether or not this is true for the European invaders of Africa, for Marlow, for Kurtz?

12. Describe the boiler-maker.

13. To what themes is the Eldorado Exploring Expedition connected?

