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Abstract:
7RQP�ECTGHWN�GZCOKPCVKQP��*GCTV�QH�&CTMPGUU�TGCFU�NKMG�CP�KPVGTKQT�OQPQNQIWG��YKVJ�

Marlow telling the whole story in practically one breath, while his foursome audience 
remains, for all practical purposes, entirely passive throughout Marlow’s narration of his 
African jeremiad. Telling the story in retrospect has the quality of mediating the events 
QH�VJG�RCUV�VJTQWIJ�VJG�PCTTCVQTŏU�RTGUGPV�HTCOG�QH�OKPF��+P�QVJGT�YQTFU��VJG�YJQNG�RCUV�
KU�ſNVGTGF� VJTQWIJ� VJG�RTKUO�QH� VJG�RTGUGPV��6JKU�CNNQYU�/CTNQY�WPNKOKVGF� NGXGTCIG� VQ�
edit this past, modify it, alter it, reinvent it, comment on it, and interpret it to his own 
advantage.

Marlow’s obsession with and apologetic attitude towards the evil Kurtz is another 
problematic issue in the novella. Since Kurtz is dead according to Marlow’s own account 
CPF�� VJGTGHQTG��DGNQPIU� VQ� VJG�RCUV�� VJGP�/CTNQYŏU�RTGUGPV� LWUVKſECVKQP� KU�PQV� UQ�OWEJ�
slanted towards him who is long since dead as it is towards him who is still living. 
So, apparently Marlow has a vested interest that goes beyond the customary bond and 
U[ORCVJ[�DGVYGGP�VYQ�EQORCP[�GORNQ[GGU��%CP�KV�RGTJCRU�DG� VJCV�-WTV\�� KP� VJG�ſPCN�
CPCN[UKU��KU�CP�CNVGT�GIQ�QH�/CTNQY!�1T�CP�GODQFKOGPV�QH�C�FCTM�RJCUG�KP�/CTNQYŏU�NKHG�KP�
VJG�%QPIQōC�RJCUG�VJCV�JG�PQY�RTGHGTU�VQ�UWRRTGUU�CPF�FGP[!�6JGUG�SWGUVKQPU��JQYGXGT�
unassumingly raised, tend to vitiate the realistic existence of a person named Kurtz. And 
indeed, there is in the novella enough textual evidence that lends reasonable credence to 
this argument.

Keywords: *GCTV�QH�&CTMPGUU��6JG�WPECPP[��#NVGT�GIQ��/CTNQY�-WTV\�KODTQINKQ��%CVJCTUKU�D[�PCTTCVKQP�
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∫ƒdÉ◊G ≈°Sƒe .O

:¢üî∏ŸG
 m¢ùØ næ pH  ƒdQÉe  É¡jODƒj  á«∏NGO mIÉLÉæÃ ¿ƒµJ  Ée  ¬Ñ°TCG  ájGhôdG  ¿CG “ΩÓ¶dG  Ö∏b”  ájGhôd  á«fCÉàŸG  IAGô≤dG  uÚÑoJ
 øe ¬d iôL Ée ¬àjGhQ AÉæKCG ‘ kÉ≤Ñ£ oe kÉàª°U kÉàeÉ°U ¢UÉî°TCG á©HQCG øe ∞dDƒŸG √Qƒ¡ªL π¶j Éªæ«H ,™£≤æj ’ OÉµj
 áØ∏àfl á«∏≤©H ¿B’G ƒdQÉe √É«ëj …òdG ô°VÉ◊G Qƒ¶æe øe »°VÉŸG çGóMCG ájGhQ ¿EG .É«≤jôaEG ‘ ÖYÉàeh äÉ≤°ûe
 »àdG  á≤jô£dÉH  Ò°ùØàdGh  ≥«∏©àdGh  èjôîàdGh  áaÉ°VE’Gh  ±ò◊ÉH  »°VÉŸG  Gòg  ôjƒëàd  ká≤∏£e  mäÉ«MÓ°U  ¬ëæÁ

 .¬àë∏°üe ΩóîJ
 .ájGhôdG ‘ iôNCG  á«dÉµ°TEG  á«°†b ¿ÓãÁ Iôjô°ûdG ¢ùJÒc á«°üî°T √ÉŒ …ôjÈàdG ¬Øbƒeh ƒdQÉe n¢S nƒ ng ¿EG
 ,»°VÉŸG  ≈dEG  »ªàæj  ,áægGôdG  á¶ë∏dG  Qƒ¶æe  øe  ,¬fEG  …CG  ,¬JGP  ƒdQÉe  ájGhQ  Ö°ùëH  äÉe  ób  ¢ùJÒc ¿Éc  GPEÉa
 øe ,¿PEG .IÉ«◊G ó«b ≈∏Y ∫Gõj ’ rø ne ƒëf πH ≈¡àfGh äÉe ø ne ƒëf kÉ¡Lƒe ¢ù«d ¢ùJÒc ™FÉ¶Ød ƒdQÉe ôjÈJ ¿EÉa
 .IóMGh ácô°T ‘ Ú≤HÉ°S p rÚ nØXƒe ÚH §Hôj …òdG ∫ƒ≤©ŸG ∞WÉ©àdG OhóM RhÉéàJ káë∏°üe ƒdQÉe iód ¿CG í°VGƒdG
 ƒdQÉe IÉ«M øe áª∏¶ oe á∏MôŸ kGó«°ùŒ hCG ?ƒdQÉe á«°üî°T øe ôNBG kÉÑfÉL ,»FÉ¡ædG π«∏ëàdÉH ,¢ùJÒc πãÁ πg ,iôoJ
 má«°üî°ûd »≤«≤M OƒLh á«fÉµeEG  øe π∏≤J ¿CG  á∏Ä°SC’G √òg ¿CÉ°T øe ?Égô pµ ræ ojh É¡°ùª£j ¿CG  ¿B’G tOƒjh ƒ¨fƒµdG ‘

.áé nLÉëoŸG √òg Rõ©J áªL πF’O ≈∏Y πªà°ûJ ájGhôdG ¿CG á≤«≤◊Gh .¢ùJÒc ≈YóoJ

.Oô°ùdÉH ô t¡£àdG ,¢ùJÒch ƒdQÉe ÚH áµFÉ°ûdG ábÓ©dG ,iôNC’G ÉfC’G ,»ÑFGô¨dG ,ΩÓ¶dG Ö∏b” ájGhQ :á«°SÉ°SCG äÉë∏£°üe
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I

More than a century of diligent 
critical appraisal and reappraisal of Heart 
of Darkness� JCU� RTQXGF� VJCV� ,QUGRJ�
Conrad’s masterpiece is a hard nut to 
ETCEM�1 On the surface of it, the novella 
leaves more questions unanswered than 
those it answers, and consequently a 
number of loose ends remain disturbingly 
untied by the novella’s end. That is why 
any attempt to account for all these 
questions and loose ends will be beset 
by not a small number of false starts. But 
ſTUV� VQ� VJGUG�PCIIKPI�SWGUVKQPU�����*QY�
is it that Marlow’s companions aboard 
the Nellie, excepting the frame narrator, 
remain entirely silent throughout his 
PCTTCVKXG!� ��� *QY� KU� KV� TGCNKUVKECNN[�
possible for Marlow to tell the whole 
UVQT[� KP� C� UKPING� PKIJV!� ��� +U� VJGTG� CP[�
UKIPKſECPEG�HQT�VGNNKPI�C�UVQT[�QH�#HTKECP�
horror belonging to the not-so-immediate 
past from the prism of the present and 
aboard a cruising yawl anchored at night 
KP�VJG�6JCOGU!����9JCV�KU�VJG�DGCTKPI�QH�
Marlow’s invocation of ancient Romans 
coming into the awful climate of England 
on his remembrance of his own journey 
VQ�VJG�JGCTV�QH�#HTKECP�FCTMPGUU!����9J[�
does Marlow unexpectedly change from 
a passionate defender of, and sympathizer 
with, the colonized Africans in Chapter 
+� VQ� C� XKTWNGPV� TCEKUV� D[� %JCRVGT� ++!� ���
9J[�FQGU�/CTNQY�QEECUKQPCNN[�FGP[�CP[�
interest in Kurtz precisely when these 
denials on such occasions seem at their 
OQUV�EQWPVGTRTQFWEVKXG!����*QY�KU�KV�VJCV�
Marlow, who of all company employees 

is presumably the least connected to 
Kurtz, becomes the most enthusiastic 
to want to rescue Kurtz out of the heart 
QH� FCTMPGUU!� ���#PF�JQY� KU� KV� VJGP� VJCV�
when he meets him face to face, his 
ſTUV� KORWNUG� KU� VQ� MKNN� JKO!� ��� +U� KV� D[�
coincidence that Marlow’s journey to 
the Congo comes out in effect not as a 
business trip by a company employee but 
CU�VJCV�QH�C�QPG�OCP�HCEV�ſPFKPI�OKUUKQP��
while Kurtz stands out as the man of 
CEVKQP� RCT� GZEGNNGPEG!� ����9J[�� QP� JKU�
second visit to Brussels, does Marlow 
rule his dear aunt out of his schedule of 
visits in spite of her instrumental role in 
securing him his employment with the 
$GNIKCP�EQORCP[!�

7RQP� ECTGHWN� GZCOKPCVKQP�� JQYGXGT��
Heart of Darkness� TGCFU� NKMG�CP� KPVGTKQT�
monologue, with Marlow telling the 
whole story in practically one breath, 
while his foursome audience remains, for 
all practical purposes, entirely passive 
throughout Marlow’s narration of his 
#HTKECP�LGTGOKCF��#HVGT�C�OGTG�ſXG�RCIG�
expository preface and a few scattered 
interludes later on by the frame narrator, 
Marlow tells the remaining one hundred 
and thirteen pages of the novella in a 
UKPING� PKIJV�2 Realistically, this seems 
an impossible job. So, it is legitimate to 
wonder whether Marlow’s incredibly 
OGUOGTK\GF� NKUVGPGTU� CTG� OGTG� ſIOGPVU�
of his own imagination. 

+PFGGF�� VJG� HTCOG� PCTTCVQT�� C� HGNNQY�
UCKNQT� NKMG�/CTNQY�� WUGU� VJG�ſTUV�RGTUQP�
plural as if it were an undifferentiated 
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UKPIWNCT� XQKEG�� +P� JKU� CEEQWPV�� CNN� ſXG�
(sometimes four) companions are made 
to share not only the bond of the sea but 
GXGP� VJG� UCOG� HGGNKPIU� CPF� VJQWIJVU��
For instance, while the frame narrator 
was silently musing on how “farther 
west on the upper reaches the place of 
VJG� OQPUVTQWU� VQYP� YCU� UVKNN� OCTMGF�
QOKPQWUN[�QP�VJG�UM[��C�DTQQFKPI�INQQO�
KP�UWPUJKPG��C�NWTKF�INCTG�WPFGT�VJG�UVCTU�Œ�
/CTNQYŏU�ſTUV�WVVGTCPEG�OGUJGU�RGTHGEVN[�
well with these unarticulated musings, as 
KH�D[�C�IGPKWU�UVTQMG�QH�VGNGRCVJ[��ő‘And 
this also,’ said Marlow suddenly, ‘has 
DGGP�QPG�QH�VJG�FCTM�RNCEGU�QH�VJG�GCTVJŏŒ�

GORJCUKU� CFFGF�� ���� 6JG� UVTKMKPI� WUG�
of the couplers (and, also) in Marlow’s 
opening statement further suggests that 
Marlow and the frame narrator share 
the exact same train of thought, and that 
Marlow was simply articulating, verbally 
and aloud, what the frame narrator was 
VJKPMKPI�QH��

+P� GHHGEV�� UWEJ� OCVVGTU� CU� JCXG� DGGP�
discussed above tend to argue that the 
whole novella is nothing but a dream told 
by Marlow and that his companions have 
PQ�GZKUVGPEG�KP�TGCNKV[��+P�CFFKVKQP��VGNNKPI�
the story in retrospect has the quality of 
mediating the events of the past through 
VJG�PCTTCVQTŏU� RTGUGPV� HTCOG�QH�OKPF�� +P�
QVJGT� YQTFU�� VJG� YJQNG� RCUV� KU� ſNVGTGF�
through the prism of the present. This 
allows Marlow unlimited leverage to edit 
this past, modify it, alter it, reinvent it, 
comment on it, and interpret it to his own 
advantage.

.KMGYKUG�� /CTNQYŏU� TGVTQURGEVKXG�
narration of a story set almost entirely in 
the Congo while aboard a yacht anchored 
KP�VJG�6JCOGU�KU�PQV�YKVJQWV�UKIPKſECPEG��
+P� QVJGT� YQTFU�� VJG� CEV� QH� UVQT[VGNNKPI�
can be seen as a post factum attempt to 
redeem himself in his own eyes—thus 
OCMKPI� Heart of Darkness a record of 
Marlow’s meanderings between slips of 
the tongue and afterthoughts, or between 
OQTCN� HCKNWTGU� CPF� OCUMGF� CVVGORVU� VQ�
cover them up. For example, his early 
invocation of a young Roman citizen 
coming to England some eighteen 
EGPVWTKGU�CIQ�őVQ�OGPF�JKU�HQTVWPGUŒ�
���
not only foreshadows his tale of his own 
experience in the Congo, but it also sums 
up its bitter harvest in an epigrammatic 
nutshell:

ő.CPF�KP�C�UYCOR��OCTEJ�VJTQWIJ�VJG�
woods, and in some inland post feel the 
savagery, the utter savagery, had closed 
round him,—all that mysterious life of 
the wilderness that stirs in the forest, in 
the jungles, in the hearts of wild men. 
There’s no initiation either into such 
mysteries. He has to live in the midst 
of the incomprehensible, which is also 
detestable. And it has a fascination, 
VQQ�� VJCV� IQGU� VQ� YQTM� WRQP� JKO�� 6JG�
fascination of the abomination—you 
MPQY�� KOCIKPG� VJG� ITQYKPI� TGITGVU�� VJG�
longing to escape, the powerless disgust, 
VJG�UWTTGPFGT��VJG�JCVG�Œ

He paused. (6)
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Apparently, Marlow pauses here 
because he realizes that he inadvertently 
CPF� XKECTKQWUN[� URQMG� QH� JKU� QYP�
personal experience, and, lest his present 
and future audiences might see through 
JKU�RCVJGVKE�OCUM��JG�CVVGORVU�VQ�FKUOKUU�
such parallels as preposterously out of 
the question. Hence his hurried warning, 
“Mind, none of us would feel exactly 
NKMG�VJKUŒ�
����$WV�YG�MPQY�VJCV�VJCV�YCU�
exactly what Marlow felt after his blunder 
into the Congo. As it turns out, this is not 
the only time in which Marlow resorts 
to this familiar and convenient device of 
covering up past blunders.

II

6JTQWIJQWV�%JCRVGT� +�QH� VJG�PQXGNNC��
Marlow poses as a detached but curious 
UMGRVKE� XKU�´�XKU� -WTV\� CU� YGNN� CU� CP�
exceptional sympathizer with the 
colonized natives. But at the onset of 
%JCRVGT� ++��YG� FGVGEV� C�OCTMGF� UJKHV� QH�
sympathy towards Kurtz, which amounts 
to total empathy by the end of the chapter. 
+P�JKU�TGVTQURGEVKXG�PCTTCVKXG��/CTNQY�UGGU�
to it that the telling of an event is couched 
in a context of apologetics. Notice, for 
instance, how he tells his audience very 
curtly of the metamorphosis that Kurtz 
has undergone while in the Congo: “He 
JCF�VCMGP�C�JKIJ�UGCV�COQPIUV�VJG�FGXKNU�
QH� VJG� NCPFō+� OGCP� NKVGTCNN[Œ� 
����� +P�
the very next breath, Marlow tells this 
selfsame audience in a rather reproaching 
tone how/why Kurtz has become more 
savage than the putative savages he came 

to civilize:

You can’t understand. How could 
[QW!ōYKVJ� UQNKF� RCXGOGPV� WPFGT� [QWT�
HGGV��UWTTQWPFGF�D[�MKPF�PGKIJDQWTU�TGCF[�
to cheer you or to fall on you, stepping 
delicately between the butcher and the 
policeman, in the holy terror of scandal 
and gallows and lunatic asylum—how can 
you imagine what particular region of the 
ſTUV�CIGU�C�OCPŏU�WPVTCOOGNNGF��HGGV�OC[�
VCMG� JKO� KPVQ� D[� VJG�YC[� QH� UQNKVWFGō
utter solitude without a policeman—by 
the way of silence—utter silence, where 
PQ�YCTPKPI�XQKEG�QH�C�MKPF�PGKIJDQWT�ECP�
DG� JGCTF�YJKURGTKPI� QH� RWDNKE� QRKPKQP!�
6JGUG� NKVVNG� VJKPIU� OCMG� CNN� VJG� ITGCV�
FKHHGTGPEG��
���

Any careful reader will readily notice 
VJG�OCTMGF�KODCNCPEG�DGVYGGP�/CTNQYŏU�
laconic presentation of the event of 
Kurtz’s metamorphosis and his garrulous 
rationalization of this metamorphosis. 
Actually, Marlow’s vehement defense of 
-WTV\�IQGU�QP�HQT�CPQVJGT�RCIG�QT�UQ��9G�
are thus entitled to wonder why Marlow 
dwells so much on the extenuating 
circumstances that presumably led Kurtz 
VQ�ŎIQ�PCVKXG�ŏ�9G�PGGF�VQ�GORJCUK\G�CV�
this point that Marlow narrates the events 
of the past in retrospect. According to 
Richard Ambrosini, “The telling, rather 
VJCP�VJG�GXGPV�KVUGNH��IGPGTCVGU�OGCPKPIŒ�
(90). This means that Marlow is more 
intensely involved in the present (to 
which the rationalization belongs) than 
KP�VJG�RCUV�
KP�YJKEJ�VJG�CEVWCN�GXGPV�VQQM�
place). This is evident when he addresses 
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JKU� ECRVKXG� CWFKGPEG�� ő/KPF�� +� CO� PQV�
VT[KPI� VQ� GZEWUG� QT� GXGP� GZRNCKPō+� CO�
trying to account to myself for—for—Mr. 
-WTV\ōHQT�VJG�UJCFG�QH�/T��-WTV\Œ�
�����
Marlow’s hesitation, typographically 
indicated by long dashes, is very 
UWIIGUVKXG� JGTG�� +V� CHſTOU� RTGEKUGN[�
what he is trying to deny. The use of the 
present progressive tense also reveals that 
Marlow is still being haunted by Kurtz’s 
ghost. 

A reasonable conclusion to be 
reached here is: Since Kurtz is dead 
according to Marlow’s own account 
and, therefore, belongs to the past, then 
/CTNQYŏU� RTGUGPV� LWUVKſECVKQP� KU� PQV� UQ�
much slanted towards him who is long 
since dead as it is towards him who is 
still living. Ambrosini recognizes that 
“Marlow’s urge to tell the story [is] in 
order to cope with the painful inheritance 
QH�JKU�RCUVŒ�
������5Q��CRRCTGPVN[�/CTNQY�
has a vested interest that goes beyond the 
customary bond and sympathy between 
VYQ� EQORCP[� GORNQ[GGU�� +U� KV� RGTJCRU�
VJCV� -WTV\�� KP� VJG� ſPCN� CPCN[UKU�� KU� CP�
CNVGT�GIQ�QH�/CTNQY!�1T�CP�GODQFKOGPV�
QH� C� FCTM� RJCUG� KP�/CTNQYŏU� NKHG� KP� VJG�
Congo—a phase that he now prefers to 
UWRRTGUU� CPF� FGP[!� 6JGUG� SWGUVKQPU��
however unassumingly raised, tend to 
vitiate the realistic existence of a person 
named Kurtz. And indeed, there is in the 
novella enough textual evidence that lends 
reasonable credence to this argument. 

III

$WV� ſTUV� NGVŏU� TGXKGY� /CTNQYŏU�
presentation of Kurtz to his present 
NKUVGPGTU�CPF�HWVWTG�TGCFGTU��+P�%JCRVGT�+��
/CTNQY�ſTUV� JGCTU� HTQO� VJG�%QORCP[ŏU�
chief accountant in the Congo that 
-WTV\�KU�őC�ſTUV�ENCUU�CIGPVŒ�CPF�őC�XGT[�
TGOCTMCDNG� RGTUQPŒ� YJQ� ő=U?GPFU� KP� CU�
OWEJ� KXQT[� CU� VJG� QVJGTU� RWV� VQIGVJGTŒ�

�����6JGP��JG�NGCTPU�HTQO�VJG�OCPCIGT�QH�
the Central Station, seen by Marlow as “a 
EJCVVGTKPI� KFKQVŒ�� VJCV�/T��-WTV\��YJQ� KU�
now rumored to be ill, was “the best agent 
he [the manager] had, an exceptional 
man, of the greatest importance to the 
%QORCP[Œ� 
�����6JG�DTKEM�OCMGT�QH� VJG�
Central Station further tells Marlow, 
“He is a prodigy…. He is an emissary of 
pity, and science, and progress, and devil 
MPQYU�YJCV�GNUGŒ�
�����

6JG�OCPCIGTŏU�CPF�VJG�DTKEM�OCMGTŏU�
SWCNKſECVKQP� QH� -WTV\� CU� CP� GZEGRVKQPCN�
asset to the company recalls how 
Marlow’s own aunt represented her 
PGRJGY�VQ�EQORCP[�QHſEKCNU�KP�$TWUUGNU�
in a similar light:

ŗ� KV� DGECOG� SWKVG� RNCKP� VQ� OG� +�
had been represented to the wife of the 
JKIJ� FKIPKVCT[�� CPF� IQQFPGUU� MPQYU� VQ�
how many more people besides, as an 
exceptional and gifted creature—a piece 
of good fortune for the Company—a 
man you don’t get hold of every day…. 
+V� CRRGCTGF�� JQYGXGT�� +�YCU� CNUQ�QPG�QH�
VJG�9QTMGTU��YKVJ�C�ECRKVCNō[QW�MPQY��
5QOGVJKPI� NKMG� CP� GOKUUCT[� QH� NKIJV��
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UQOGVJKPI� NKMG� C� NQYGT� UQTV� QH� CRQUVNG��
(15)

Not coincidentally, just as Marlow’s 
aunt’s description of her nephew as an 
emissary of light was derived from the 
then current argot of the press (15), so is 
VJG�DTKEM�OCMGTŏU�FGUETKRVKQP�QH�-WTV\�CU�
an emissary of pity, science, and progress 

�����(WTVJGTOQTG��VJG�DTKEM�OCMGT�PQVGU�
an obvious parallelism between Kurtz 
and Marlow when he addresses Marlow, 
“The same people who sent him specially 
CNUQ� TGEQOOGPF� [QW�Œ� 6JGP�� KP� VJG�
XGT[� PGZV� DTGCVJ�� VJG� DTKEM�OCMGT�� CU� KH�
anticipating Marlow’s objection to such 
a conclusion that might be reached by 
future readers, tells him, “Oh, don’t say 
PQ��+ŏXG�O[�QYP�G[GU�VQ�VTWUVŒ�
�����0QV�
surprisingly, Marlow, who as a narrator 
is going through denial, dismisses the 
parallelism as preposterous.

9JGP� JG� FGHGPFU� -WTV\� CICKPUV� VJG�
DTKEM�OCMGTŏU� CEEWUCVKQPU�� /CTNQY�
UGGOU� VQ� OCMG� PQ� FKUVKPEVKQP� DGVYGGP�
Kurtz and himself in the same defense, 
even though he prefaces his defense of 
Kurtz with a typical avowal of feigned 
FKUKPVGTGUVGFPGUU��ő+�YQWNF�PQV�JCXG�IQPG�
UQ�HCT�CU�VQ�ſIJV�HQT�-WTV\��DWV�+�YGPV�HQT�
JKO�PGCT�GPQWIJ�VQ�C�NKGŒ�
�����$WV�WPNGUU�
lying for Kurtz serves Marlow’s own 
KPVGTGUVU�� YJ[� FQ� KV!�0QVKEG� JQY� C� HGY�
lines down Marlow forgets that a moment 
ago he pretended to be defending Kurtz, 
ő9GNN��+�YGPV�PGCT�GPQWIJ�VQ�KV�=N[KPI?�D[�
NGVVKPI� VJG�[QWPI� HQQN� =VJG�DTKEM�OCMGT?�
VJGTG�DGNKGXG�CP[VJKPI�JG�NKMGF�VQ�KOCIKPG�

as to my�KPƀWGPEG�KP�'WTQRGŒ�
GORJCUKU�
CFFGF�������*GTG��D[�C�UNKR�QH�VJG�VQPIWG�
/CTNQY�EQPHQWPFU�JKOUGNH�YKVJ�-WTV\�

Marlow’s narrative (with its gaps, 
UVTKMKPI� RCTCNNGNKUOU�� UVCVGOGPVU��
garrulous apologetics, denials) leaves 
enough clues that point a different reading 
than he wishes his audience to conclude. 
For instance, soon after he admits to 
his sleepy audience that once he lied in 
defense of Kurtz, he recognizes that his 
account of Kurtz is unconvincing: 

6JKU�UKORN[�DGECWUG�+�JCF�C�PQVKQP�KV�
[lying] somehow would be of help to that 
-WTV\�YJQO�CV� VJG� VKOG�+�FKF�PQV�UGGō
you understand. He was just a word for 
me. I did not see the man in the name 
any more than you do��&Q�[QW�UGG�JKO!�
&Q� [QW� UGG� VJG� UVQT[!� It seems to me I 
am trying to tell you a dream—making 
a vain attempt, because no relation of a 
dream can convey the dream sensation….

GORJCUKU�CFFGF�������

Marlow’s ambivalence is evident in his 
recognition that his attempt at telling the 
FTGCO�NKMG�UVQT[�QH�-WTV\�KU�XCKP�RTGEKUGN[�
because of “the incredible which is of 
VJG�XGT[�GUUGPEG�QH�FTGCOUŒ�
�����6JGP��
after a short pause he tells his passive 
listeners in rather philosophical tones, 
“No, it is impossible; it is impossible to 
convey the life-sensation of any given 
epoch of one’s existence—that which 
OCMGU� KVU� VTWVJ�� KVU� OGCPKPIōKVU� UWDVNG�
CPF�RGPGVTCVKPI�GUUGPEG��+V�KU�KORQUUKDNGŒ�

����� 5GGKPI� VJCV� JKU� CWFKGPEG� TGOCKPU�
unmoved by his philosophizing, he 
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RCWUGU�C�YJKNG�HQT�HWTVJGT�TGƀGEVKQP��$WV�
when it dawns on him that his audience, 
except his accomplice co-narrator, have 
already gone to sleep, Marlow says, 
“Of course in this [story of Kurtz] you 
HGNNQYU�UGG�OQTG�VJCP�+�EQWNF�VJGPŒ�
�����
This is a half-confession encouraged by 
VJG�RKVEJ�FCTM�PKIJV�CPF�D[� VJG� HCEV� VJCV�
the majority of his listeners are asleep 
by now. Ambrosini comes close to 
admitting the cathartic effect narration 
has for Marlow, but he retracts by saying, 
“Marlow is confronting the actuality of 
the puzzling and painful feeling his own 
VCNG�KU�GXQMKPI��1PG�FKUEQXGTU��VJGP��VJCV�
what had begun as telling a dream has 
DGEQOG� GZRGTKGPEKPI� C� PKIJVOCTGŗŒ�
(110). 

6JG�RKVEJ�DNCEM�PKIJV�UGTXGU�CU�CPQVJGT�
HCEG�UCXKPI�OCUM�/CTNQY� JKFGU� DGJKPF��
C� OCUM� VJCV� EQORNGVGN[� FGRGTUQPCNK\GU�
him, an event that prompts Marlow’s 
co-narrator to say, “For a long time 
already he, sitting apart, had been no 
OQTG�VQ�WU�VJCP�C�XQKEGŒ�UQ�OWEJ�UQ�VJCV�
even Marlow’s awe-inspiring narrative 
“seemed to shape itself without human 
NKRUŒ� 
����� 9JGP� JG� GXGPVWCNN[� TGNCVGU�
his face-to-face encounter with Kurtz, 
Marlow tells us of that heated exchange 
he had with him in an illuminating way 
that shows his struggle with his alter ego 
called Kurtz: 

+ŏXG�DGGP�VGNNKPI�[QW�YJCV�YG�UCKFō
repeating the phrases we pronounced—
DWV�YJCVŏU�VJG�IQQF!�6JG[�YGTG�EQOOQP�
everyday words—the familiar, vague 
UQWPFU� GZEJCPIGF� QP� GXGT[� YCMKPI�

FC[� QH� NKHG��$WV�YJCV� QH� VJCV!�They had 
EHKLQG� WKHP�� WR� P\� PLQG�� WKH� WHUULÀF�
suggestiveness of words heard in dreams, 
of phrases spoken in nightmares. Soul! If 
anybody had ever struggled with a soul, I 
am the man. (Emphasis added, 100)

 So, even Marlow wants us to read 
between the lines of his tale. Marlow’s 
own co-narrator tells us that Marlow 
KU� PQV� C� V[RKECN� [CTP�URKPPGT� NKMG� QVJGT�
sailors in that his tales always have a 
double meaning: “… to him the meaning 
QH�CP�GRKUQFG�YCU�PQV�KPUKFG�NKMG�C�MGTPGN�
but outside, enveloping the tale which 
brought it out only as a glow brings out 
C�JC\G��KP�VJG�NKMGPGUU�QH�QPG�VJGUG�OKUV[�
halos that sometimes are made visible by 
VJG� URGEVTCN� KNNWOKPCVKQP� QH�OQQPUJKPGŒ�

����+P�NKIJV�QH�VJKU�KNNWOKPCVKPI�EQOOGPV��
it follows that Marlow’s tale of Kurtz’s 
life sheds light on his own. Daphna 
Erdinast-Vulcan argues that, “Not at the 
EGPVGT�� PQV� CV� VJG� JGCTV� QH� FCTMPGUU�YKNN�
meaning be found, but outside the tale, 
KP�VJG�CEV�QH�VJG�VGNNKPIŒ�
�����#ODTQUKPK��
on the other hand, says that, “The frame 
narrator is drawing the reader’s attention 
to the duality of Marlow’s story. He warns 
his readers that they must not concentrate 
on Marlow’s account of the events in 
which he is protagonist, but rather on the 
distortions which the re-creation of his 
subjective experience produces on the 
PCTTCVKXGŒ�
�����#ODTQUKPK�VJWU�EQPENWFGU�
that, “The only way of obtaining a 
ŎOGCPKPIŏ� YQWNF� DG� VQ� ETCEM� VJG� VCNGŏU�
nutshell and thus extract the meaning one 
YCPVU�VQ�ſPFŒ�
����
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+P� VJG� KPVGTXCN� DGVYGGP� /CTNQYŏU�
RJKNQUQRJKECN� TGƀGEVKQP� QP� CPEKGPV�
empires at the beginning of the novella 
CPF� JKU� GODCTMKPI� WRQP� UVQT[VGNNKPI�
proper, the frame narrator butts in to warn 
WU��őYG�MPGY�YG�YGTG� HCVGF��DGHQTG� VJG�
ebb began to turn, to hear about one of 
/CTNQYŏU�KPEQPENWUKXG�GZRGTKGPEGUŒ�
����
+P�VJG�XGT[�PGZV�DTGCVJ��/CTNQY�JKOUGNH��
who informs us that the story he is going 
to tell deals “with what happened to me 
RGTUQPCNN[Œ�CPF�őJQY�+�YGPV�WR�VJCV�TKXGT�
VQ� VJG� RNCEG�YJGTG� +� ſTUV�OGV� VJCV� RQQT�
EJCR�=-WTV\?Œ�
����EQPEWTU�YKVJ�VJG�HTCOG�
PCTTCVQT��ő+V�UGGOGF�UQOGJQY�VQ�VJTQY�C�
MKPF�QH�NKIJV�QP�GXGT[VJKPI�CDQWV�OGōCPF�
KPVQ�O[�VJQWIJVU��+V�YCU�UQODTG�GPQWIJ��
too—and pitiful—not extraordinary in 
any way—not very clear either. No, not 
very clear. And yet it seemed to throw a 
MKPF�QH�NKIJV�Œ�
����

On more than one occasion, especially 
soon before and soon after he meets Kurtz, 
Marlow expresses his desire to beat or 
GXGP� MKNN� -WTV\� HQT� PQ� QDXKQWU� TGCUQP��
Here are Marlow’s two retrospective 
comments on that encounter:

a. ő+�HCPE[�+�JCF�UQOG�XCIWG�PQVKQP�
of falling upon him and giving him a 
FTWDDKPI�� +� FQPŏV� MPQY�� +� JCF� UQOG�
KODGEKNG�VJQWIJVU�Œ�
���

b. “This clearly was not a case for 
ſUVKEWHHU��GXGP�CRCTV�HTQO�VJG�XGT[�PCVWTCN�
CXGTUKQP�+�JCF�VQ�DGCV�VJCV�5JCFQYōVJKU�
YCPFGTKPI�CPF�VQTOGPVGF�VJKPI�Œ�
���

And here are the two ‘real-time’ 
statements he reportedly said to Kurtz in 

case the latter shouted to alert his native 
FGXQVGGU�VQ�/CTNQYŏU�CVVGORV�VQ�VCMG�JKO�
away from them:

a. őDWV�KH�[QW�VT[�VQ�UJQWV�+ŏNN�UOCUJ�
[QWT�JGCF�YKVJōŒ�
�����

b. ő+�YKNN�VJTQVVNG�[QW�HQT�IQQF�Œ�
����

One cannot help noticing Marlow’s 
apologetics not just in the content of 
the two retrospective comments on his 
previous threats of violence or denials 
thereof but also in the fact that rhetorically 
the comments are presented before, not 
after, the violent statements. Although 
one may be inclined to understand this in 
NKIJV� QH�9CVVŏU� GZRNCPCVKQP� QH� %QPTCFŏU�
narrative technique of delayed decoding 

+P�/QQTG��������#ODTQUKPK�CTIWGU� VJCV��
“The way Conrad chose to convey this 
effect was a juxtaposition between a 
story of ‘what happened’ to Marlow and 
a tale of the effect that those events had 
QP�JKOŒ�
����

#RRCTGPVN[� PQY� VJCV� JG� KU� DCEM� VQ�
his senses in the metropolis of civilized 
England, Marlow realizes what a 
UJCOOGF� NKHG�� RGTUQPKſGF� CU� -WTV\��
he led in the Congo. Daphna Erdinast-
Vulcan,3 the only critic to recognize 
Kurtz, a la Freud, as the uncanny double 
of Marlow, comments by saying that, 
ő9JCV� KU� CV� UVCMG� HQT� /CTNQY�� VJGP��
KU� PQV� JKU� NCEM� QH� MPQYNGFIG�� DWV� JKU�
UWRRTGUUKQP� QH� MPQYNGFIG�� JKU� HCKNWTG�
to respond and to testify to what he has 
MPQYP� CNN� CNQPIŒ� 
�����6JCV� KU�YJ[� UJG�
sees Heart of Darkness as a narrative of 
failure as well as a “belated testimony of 
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a witness haunted by his own failure to 
testify. The truth toward which Marlow’s 
narrative inches its way is the truth of his 
own lie, and his silent complicity in the 
atrocities he has witnessed. The return of 
the repressed becomes evident through a 
HCKNWTG�QH�NCPIWCIG�KP�/CTNQYŏU�CEEQWPVŒ�
(56-57). Erdinast-Vulcan, however, stops 
UJQTV�QH�VCMKPI�JGT�FKUEWUUKQP�QH�-WTV\�CU�
Marlow’s uncanny double to its Freudian 
conclusion—a failure this paper hopes to 
redress.

IV

Marlow feels the need to purge the 
ghost of Kurtz out of his life once and 
HQT� CNN�� 9JGP� JG� TGOGODGTU� JQY� JG�
lied in defense of Kurtz, he explains 
JQY� NKGU� UVKƀG� JKU� NKHG�� ő6JGTG� KU� C� VCKPV�
of death, an avour of mortality in lies—
YJKEJ� KU� GZCEVN[� YJCV� +� JCVG� CPF� FGVGUV�
in the world—what I want to forgetŒ�

GORJCUKU�CFFGF�������6JG�ECVJCTVKE�GHHGEV�
of storytelling is evident in his desire to 
forget this taste of death. 

+P� C� RU[EJQCPCN[VKECNN[� KNNWOKPCVKPI�
RCUUCIG�� /CTNQY� URGCMU� QH� JKU� ſPCN�
triumph of overpowering the physically 
GOCEKCVGF�CPF�YGCMGPGF�-WTV\�

+�MGRV�O[�JGCF�RTGVV[�YGNN��DWV�YJGP�I 
had him at last stretched on the couch��+�
YKRGF�O[�HQTGJGCF��YJKNG�O[�NGIU�UJQQM�
under me as though I had carried half a 
ton on my back down that hill. And yet 
+� JCF�QPN[� UWRRQTVGF�JKO��JKU�DQP[�CTO�
ENCURGF�TQWPF�O[�PGEMōCPF�JG�YCU�PQV�

much heavier than a child. (emphasis 
added, 101)

Here Marlow appears to us as both pre-
Freudian psychiatrist (stretching Kurtz 
QP� VJG� EQWEJ�� CPF� SWCUK�2TQOGVJGCP�
UWHHGTGT�
ECTT[KPI�JCNH�C�VQP�QP�JKU�DCEM���
The contrast between Kurtz’s physically 
KPUKIPKſECPV� YGKIJV� 
PQV� JGCXKGT� VJCP� C�
child) and Marlow’s feeling him both as a 
JGCX[�DWTFGP�QP�JKU�DCEM�and an albatross 
CTQWPF�JKU�PGEM�ECP�QPN[�DG�CRRTGEKCVGF�
and understood in psychoanalytical terms.

One year after the death of Kurtz, 
/CTNQY�� YJQ� KU� PQY� DCEM� KP� $TWUUGNU��
TGƀGEVU� QP� VJG� DWTFGPUQOG� NGICE[� VJG�
former bequeathed him: 

All that had been Kurtz’s had passed 
out of my hands: his soul, his body, his 
station, his plans, his ivory, his career. 
There remained only his memory and his 
Intended—and I wanted to give that up, 
too, to the past, in a way—to surrender 
personally all that remained of him with 
me to that oblivion which is the last word 
of our common fate��+�FQPŏV�FGHGPF�O[UGNH��
+�JCF�PQ�ENGCT�RGTEGRVKQP�QH�YJCV�KV�YCU�+�
really wanted. (Emphasis added, 111)

9KVJ� VJGUG� XCIWG� KFGCU� KP� JKU� OKPF��
Marlow decides to deliver in person to 
-WTV\ŏU�ſCPEÃG�JGT�RJQVQ�CPF� VJG� NGVVGTU�
Kurtz had entrusted him with. On his 
way to the headquarters of the company, 
Marlow is visited by a frightening vision 
of Kurtz, a vision that threatens not just 
him but all humanity. Here Marlow 
realizes how wrong he was in believing 
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that Kurtz is really dead, body and soul, 
CPF� EQPſPGF� VQ� VJG� %QPIQ�� /CTNQYŏU�
NGPIVJ[�TGƀGEVKQPU�FGH[�CNN�UWOOCT[�JGTG�
and are, therefore, worth quoting in full:

+�VJQWIJV�JKU�OGOQT[�YCU�NKMG�VJG�QVJGT�
memories of the dead that accumulate in 
every man’s life—a vague impression the 
brain of shadows that had fallen on it in 
VJGKT� UYKHV� CPF�ſPCN� RCUUCIG�� DWV� DGHQTG�
the high and ponderous door, between the 
tall houses of street as still and decorous 
CU�C��YGNN�MGRV�CNNG[�KP�C�EGOGVGT[��+�JCF�
a vision of him on the stretcher, opening 
his mouth voraciously, as if to devour all 
VJG� GCTVJ�YKVJ� CNN� KVU�OCPMKPF��*G� NKXGF�
then before me; he lived as much as he 
had ever lived—a shadow insatiable 
of splendid appearances, of frightful 
TGCNKVKGU�� C� UJCFQY� FCTMGT� VJCP� VJG�
shadow of the night, and draped nobly in 
the folds of a gorgeous eloquence. The 
vision seemed to enter the house with 
me—the stretcher, the phantom bearers, 
the wild crowd of obedient worshippers, 
the gloom of the forests, the glitter of 
VJG� TGCEJ�DGVYGGP� VJG�OWTM[�DGPFU�� VJG�
DGCV� QH� VJG� FTWO�� TGIWNCT� CPF� OWHƀGF�
NKMG�VJG�DGCVKPI�QH�C�JGCTVōVJG�JGCTV�QH�C�
EQPSWGTKPI�FCTMPGUU��+V�YCU�C�OQOGPV�QH�
triumph for the wilderness, an invading 
and vengeful rush which, it seemed to 
OG��+�YQWNF�JCXG�VQ�MGGR�DCEM�CNQPG�HQT�
VJG�UCNXCVKQP�QH�CPQVJGT�UQWN��
�������

Marlow’s vivid recollections continue 
for about another page or so, but when 
he reaches the door of the company 
headquarters, Kurtz’s phantasmagoric 
KOCIG��YJKEJ�JCU�DGGP�UVCNMKPI�JKO�UKPEG�

he landed in Brussels, becomes even more 
XKXKF� PQY� UQ� VJCV� KV� DTKPIU� DCEM�YKVJ� KV�
the whole African experience of horror 
/CTNQY�YGPV�VJTQWIJ�YKVJ�-WTV\��ő+�TCPI�
the bell before a mahogany door on the 
ſTUV�ƀQQT��CPF�YJKNG�+�YCKVGF�JG�UGGOGF�
to stare at me out of the glassy panel—
stare with that wide and immense stare 
embracing, condemning, loathing all the 
WPKXGTUG��+�UGGOGF�VQ�JGCT�VJG�YJKURGTGF�
ET[�� Ŏ6JG� *QTTQT�� 6JG� JQTTQT�ŏŒ� 
������
Three issues warrant commentary here: 
First, Marlow’s return to the headquarters 
of the company, where he had signed 
the contract about two years earlier, 
UKIPKſGU� VJCV�JKU� GZRGTKGPEG� KP� VJG�JGCTV�
QH�FCTMPGUU�JCU�EQOG�HWNN�EKTENG��5GEQPF��
the mahogany door is presumably the 
same door through which Marlow had 
been summarily inducted to the company 
then shortly afterwards hurled thence to 
VJG�#HTKECP� JGCTV� QH� FCTMPGUU� VYQ� [GCTU�
earlier. Third, the glassy panel on the 
mahogany door, which was not mentioned 
earlier by Marlow when he had signed the 
contract (see page 11), is perhaps more a 
mirror symbol of Marlow’s own troubled 
soul than a factual detail of a door. 

Marlow’s troubles in dealing with 
Kurtz’s heavy legacy are compounded 
D[�JKU�GPEQWPVGT�YKVJ� VJG� +PVGPFGF��*GT�
still undiminished sorrow for Kurtz’s 
death more than a year after the fact 
CU� YGNN� CU� JGT� WPUJCMCDNG� HCKVJ� KP� JKU�
so-called absolute benevolence play 
havoc with Marlow’s faith in his ability 
to come to grips with his burdensome 
legacy in a practical fashion. “For her he 
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JCF� FKGF� QPN[� [GUVGTFC[��#PF�� D[� ,QXG��
the impression was so powerful that for 
me, too, he seemed to have died only 
[GUVGTFC[ōPC[��VJKU�XGT[�OKPWVGŒ�
������

Marlow’s determination to surrender 
Kurtz’s legacy of horror is shattered by 
VJG� WPUJCMCDNG� HCKVJ� QH� VJG� +PVGPFGF��
Robbed of his will to disambiguate her 
about the truth of her idol, Marlow feels 
compelled to acquiesce with her that they 
both share the same opinion about Kurtz, 
DWV�JG�EQOOGPVU��őŏ;GU��+�MPQY�ŏ�+�UCKF�
YKVJ�UQOGVJKPI�NKMG�FGURCKT�KP�O[�JGCTVŒ�

������ 6JG� őUCXKPI� KNNWUKQPŒ� VJCV� UJG�
innocently lives in irreversibly convinces 
Marlow of his own vulnerability vis-à-
XKU�őVJG�VTKWORJCPV�FCTMPGUU�HTQO�YJKEJ�
+� EQWNF� PQV� JCXG� FGHGPFGF� JGTōHTQO�
YJKEJ� +� EQWNF� PQV� GXGP� FGHGPF�O[UGNHŒ�
(115). Her passionate effusions, which in 
GHHGEV�EQPXKPEG�/CTNQY�VJCV�ő+�UJCNN�UGG�
this eloquent phantom [Kurtz] as long as 
+�NKXGŒ�
������UQ�WPPGTXG�/CTNQY�VJCV�JKU�
only recourse is verbal irony, “’His end,’ 
UCKF�+��YKVJ�FWNN�CPIGT�UVKTTKPI�KP�OG��ŎYCU�
KP�GXGT[�YC[�YQTVJ[�QH�JKU� NKHGŏŒ� 
������
One notices in this comment how she has 
robbed Marlow even of his susceptibility 
VQ� CPIGT�� #PF� VJQWIJ� JG� ſPCNN[� őHGNV� C�
EJKNN� ITKR� QP� O[� EJGUVŒ� CPF� őJGCTF� JKU�
XGT[� NCUV� YQTFUŒ� /CTNQY� őUVQRRGF� KP�
C� HTKIJVŒ� CPF� KPUVGCF� QH� VGNNKPI� JGT� VJCV�
-WTV\ŏU� ſPCN� YQTFU� YGTG� ő6JG� JQTTQT��
6JG� *QTTQTŒ�� JG� HQWPF� JKOUGNH� N[KPI�
to her, “’The last word he pronounced 
YCUō[QWT� PCOGŏŒ� 
������ /CTNQYŏU� NKG�
is an indication that his moral defeat is 
ſPCN� KPCUOWEJ� CU� KV� KU� CP� GZRTGUUKQP� QH�

VJG�KTTGXGTUKDNG�VTKWORJ�QH�GXKN��+H�XGTDCN�
irony was the best defense he managed to 
marshal on behalf of truth in the past, then 
OCUMKPI�V�JKU�PQY�TGVQNF�GXKN�RCUV�DGJKPF�
a phantom he names Kurtz boils down to 
a half-confession of that truth. 

V

.KMG� VJG� PCTTCVQT� KP� 6C[GD� 5CNKJŏU�
Season of Migration to the North through 
whose eyes the story of Mustafa Said is 
narrated, Marlow in Heart of Darkness 
tells the story of Kurtz. The one narrates 
the reprehensible life of Said outside 
JKU� PCVKXG� 5WFCP� 
KP� .QPFQP��� VJG�
other narrates the reprehensible life of 
Kurtz outside his native England (in 
VJG� %QPIQ��� +P� O[� XKGY�� VJG� PCTTCVGGU�
each represent a phase in the life of the 
PCTTCVQT��DWV�PQY��DCEM�KP�VJG�EQOHQTV�QH�
their native civilized habitats, they frown 
upon their shameful pasts, but stop short 
of a candid confession. Hence, Erdinast-
Vulcan argues that “Marlow’s narrative 
should be read as performative speech act 
because it does not represent a given truth 
DWV�IGPGTCVGU�KVU�VTWVJ�KP�VJG�CEV�QH�VGNNKPIŒ�
(57).

+V� KU� KPUVTWEVKXG�� VJGTGHQTG�� VQ� VTCEG�
Marlow’s changing attitudes towards 
Kurtz as they are expressed in his tale. 
*G�KU�ſTUV� KPFKHHGTGPV�� VJGP�EWTKQWU�� VJGP�
fascinated, then loyal, then disgusted, then 
JQTTKſGF��$WV�JGTG�YG�PGGF�VQ�TGOGODGT�
Ambrosini’s distinction between the story 
of what really happened to Marlow and 
a tale of the effect that those events had 
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QP� JKO�� +P� QVJGT� YQTFU�� /CTNQYŏU� VCNG�
of indifference, disgust, and horror are 
indeed post-historical European editorials 
VJCV�PQV�QPN[�OCUM�JKU�QTKIKPCN�EWTKQUKV[��
fascination, and loyalty to Kurtz but also 
DTCEMGV� VJGO�� CPF� VJWU� EQPHWUG� TGCFGTU��
Ralph Maud recognizes the negative 
impact of Marlow’s confusing editorials 
QP�JKU�VGNNKPI�VJG�UVQT[�YJGP�JG�UC[U��ő+H�
Marlow had told the story without his 
editorial ‘incomprehensibles’ it would 
JCXG�DGGP�VQQ�RNCKP��VQQ�RNCKP�CNVQIGVJGTŒ�

�����

Here is a brief summary of Kurtz’s 
career in Marlow’s tale: as an illusion 

�����C�YQTF�
�����C�UWDLGEV�HQT�URGEWNCVKQP�
(44), someone to covet an open 
conversation with, but it is soon decided 
that anything one says or does with Kurtz 
YQWNF�DG�őC�OGTG�HWVKNKV[Œ�
�����UQOGQPG�
whose possible death would render 
him as “something altogether without 
C� UWDUVCPEGŒ� 
����� C� OCP� YJQ� RTGUGPVU�
JKOUGNH� őCU� C� XQKEGŒ� 
���� ����� C� IKHVGF�
creature endowed most preeminently with 
őVJG� IKHV� QH� GZRTGUUKQPŒ� 
����� C� ETGCVWTG�
VQ� EQXGV� NKUVGPKPI� VQ� 
����� CP� KXQT[�NKMG�
creature of the wilderness (71), a shade 

IJQUV���CP�őKPKVKCVGF�YTCKVJ�HTQO�VJG�DCEM�
QH�0QYJGTGŒ�UKORN[�TGHGTTGF�VQ�CU�őKVŒ��CP�
őKVŒ�VJCV�őXCPKUJGFŒ�TCVJGT�VJCP�FKGF�
�����
CP�őCRRCTKVKQPŒ�
�����C�őPKIJVOCTG�QH�O[�
EJQKEGŒ� 
����� CPF� őC� UJCFQY� KPUCVKCDNG�
of splendid appearances, of frightful 
TGCNKVKGU��C�UJCFQY�FCTMGT�VJCP�VJG�UJCFQY�
of the night, and draped nobly in the folds 
QH�C�IQTIGQWU�GNQSWGPEGŒ�
���������

9JGP�VJG�CDQXG�EKVCVKQPU�CTG�EQWRNGF�

YKVJ� VJG�WPOKUVCMCDNG�RCTCNNGNU� DGVYGGP�
Marlow and Kurtz, along with Marlow’s 
repeated denials of being interested in 
Kurtz—against all appearances to the 
contrary—and his reluctance to share 
YKVJ� CP[QPG� őVJG� RGEWNKCT� DNCEMPGUU� QH�
VJCV� GZRGTKGPEGŒ� 
����� QPG� KU� EQORGNNGF�
to conclude that Kurtz is quite simply 
VJG� OGVQP[OKE� GODQFKOGPV� QH� C� FCTM��
shameful phase in Marlow’s life in the 
Congo. This explains why, as Marlow’s 
story inches towards a tale, Kurtz is often 
represented as a shadow or ghost, a secret 
sharer who must be guarded from all 
RT[KPI�G[GU��ő+�YCU�CPZKQWU�VQ�FGCN�YKVJ�
this shadow by myself alone,—and to this 
FC[� +� FQPŏV� MPQY�YJ[� +�YCU� UQ� LGCNQWU�
of sharing with any one the peculiar 
DNCEMPGUU�QH�VJCV�GZRGTKGPEGŒ�
������

One also must remember that on 
his second visit to Brussels, Marlow 
mentions no visit to his ‘dear aunt’ in 
spite of her instrumental role in securing 
him his appointment with the Belgian 
company, yet he mentions his visit to 
VJG� +PVGPFGF�� 0QY�� VJKU� OKIJV� UGGO� C�
glaring omission on Marlow’s part, but 
if we accept the contention that Kurtz is 
/CTNQYŏU�ſEVKVKQWU�KPXGPVKQP�QH�JKOUGNH��
KV� HQNNQYU� VJGP� VJCV� VJG� +PVGPFGF� KU� PQY�
Marlow’s reinvention of his dear aunt 
who ‘intended’ him to be “an emissary 
QH� NKIJVŒ� 
���� TCVJGT� VJCP� CP� CRQUVNG� QH�
FCTMPGUU��CPF�JGTG�YG�PGGF�VQ�TGOGODGT�
that Marlow’s failure is not a failure of 
intentions but of methods—Kurtz too 
is criticized for his unsound methods 
(93). Thus, it is the encounter with the 
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#WPV�EWO�+PVGPFGF� VJCV� RTQXGU� VQ� DG�
VJG�VWTPKPI�RQKPV�KP�/CTNQYŏU�VCNG��+H��KP�
VJG�ſPCN�CPCN[UKU��KV�KU�/CTNQY�YJQ�őJCF�
VCMGP� C� JKIJ� UGCV� COQPIUV� VJG� FGXKNU� QH�
VJG�NCPFŒ�
���ōVJWU�HCKNKPI�VQ�NKXG�WR�VQ�
his aunt’s benevolent ideals of “weaning 
those ignorant millions from their horrid 
YC[UŒ�
���ōVJGP�HCKNU�VQ�VGNN�JGT�VJG�VTWVJ�
of what he actually did in the Congo, the 
convenience of inventing a Kurtz looms 
as the only way out for cowardly Marlow. 

+H� -WTV\�� CU� ,QJP� )�� 2GVGTU� CTIWGU��
“represents good intentions gone terribly 
YTQPIŒ� 
����� VJGP� /CTNQYŏU� KPXGPVKQP�
QH�-WTV\ōCU�C�OGVQP[OKE�EQCV� TCEM�HQT�
his moral blunders—is motivated by his 
fear of repression. Regelind Farn explains 
/CTNQYŏU�NKG�VQ�VJG�+PVGPFGF�
K�G���#WPV��
in light of this fear of social repression:

+V�ECP�DG�UGGP�CU�C�EQOOGPV�QP�JWOCP�
nature that after Marlow’s destablising 
experience, and after he has felt alienated 
from people in Europe for a while, his 
YC[� DCEM� VQ� PQTOCNKV[� KU� VJTQWIJ� UGNH�
deception that realigns him with society 
and helps him repress what he can’t come 
to terms with—and what is systematically 
PQV� RGTOKVVGF� VQ� DG� MPQYP� KP� C� YQTNF�
FQOKPCVGF� D[� YQTFU� NKMG� -WTV\ŏU� 
QT�
.GQRQNFŏU���+P�VJKU�EQPVGZV��VJG�KTQP[�CPF�
bitterness of his tale can be seen as signs 
QH� JKU� CEMPQYNGFIGF� KORQVGPEG� KP� VJG�
face of a disturbing reality. (11)

+V�KU�JGTG�VJCV�/CTNQY�FGEKFGU�VQ�RWTIG�
the ghost of Kurtz out of his memory 
and life, to lift himself out of the heart 
QH� FCTMPGUU� VJCV� UVKNN� JCWPVU� JKO� GXGP�
in the heart of ‘civilized’ Europe. As 

VJG� RGTUQPKſECVKQP� QH� C� HTKIJVGPKPI�
phenomenon, Kurtz represents to 
Marlow what Freud calls the uncanny. 
A consideration of Freud’s philological 
analysis of the uncanny is, therefore, 
warranted here, as it will shed light on 
how Kurtz is Marlow’s double. Freud’s 
VGTO�HQT�YJCV�KU�MPQYP�KP�'PINKUJ�CU�VJG�
uncanny is Das Unheimliche. To reveal 
what Das Unheimliche is, Freud contrasts 
this term with the adjectives heimlich 
(‘homely’ or ‘familiar’) and heimisch 
(‘native’), and concludes that “what 
is ‘uncanny’ is frightening precisely 
DGECWUG� KV� KU� PQV� MPQYP� CPF� HCOKNKCTŒ�

������*QYGXGT��(TGWFŏU�FGVCKNGF�VTCEKPI�
of the etymology of the term leads him to 
the startling conclusion: “Thus heimlich 
is a word the meaning of which develops 
in the direction of ambivalence, until 
KV� ſPCNN[� EQKPEKFGU� YKVJ� KVU� QRRQUKVG��
unheimlich. Unheimlich is in some way 
or other a sub-species of heimlichŒ�
������
He later ascribes this total reversal in the 
meaning of the uncanny to a process of 
repression: “for this uncanny is in reality 
nothing new or alien, but something 
which is familiar and old-established in 
the mind and which has become alienated 
from it only through the process of 
TGRTGUUKQPŒ�
�����

Freud, however, argues on the authority 
QH� 1VVQ� 4CPM� VJCV� CV� VJG� PCTEKUUKUVKE�
stage in the ego’s development, the ego 
invents a double, someone or an object it 
can identify with. The invention of this 
double is originally a defense mechanism, 
“an insurance against the destruction of 

429



Dr. Musa Al-Halool2WTIKPI�VJG�)JQUV�QH�VJG�2CUV

461

VJG� GIQŒ� 
������ ;GV�� CU� VJG� GIQ� RCUUGU�
the narcissistic stage, the double loses 
its original function: “But when this 
stage has been surmounted, the ‘double’ 
reverses its aspect. From having been an 
assurance of immortality, it becomes the 
WPECPP[�JCTDKPIGT�QH�FGCVJŒ�
������

But why does the double become so 
frightening and uncanny that the ego 
needs to mobilize all its defenses against 
KV!�9J[�FQGU�VJG�GIQ�RTQLGEV�VJCV�HCOKNKCT�
double outward as something foreign to 
KVUGNH!�(TGWF�TGURQPFU�VJCV��

9JGP�CNN�KU�UCKF�CPF�FQPG��VJG�SWCNKV[�
of uncanniness can only come from the 
fact of the ‘double’ being a creation dating 
DCEM� VQ� C� XGT[� GCTN[�OGPVCN� UVCIG�� NQPI�
since surmounted—a stage, incidentally, 
at which it wore a more friendly aspect. 
The ‘double’ has become a thing of terror, 

just as, after the collapse of their religion, 
VJG�IQFU�VWTPGF�KPVQ�FGOQPU��
����

� .CUVN[�� (TGWF� CFFU� VJCV� UKPEG� VJGTG�
is in the unconscious mind a strong 
‘compulsion to repeat’ proceeding from 
instinctual impulses, “whatever reminds 
us of this inner ‘compulsion to repeat’ is 
RGTEGKXGF� CU� WPECPP[Œ� 
������ .KMGYKUG��
Kurtz, who once “wore a more friendly 
CURGEVŒ� KU� PQY� RTQLGEVGF� CU� C� UVTCPIGT�
to Marlow, a threatening nuisance, a 
superannuated pied noir who served his 
term and is to be sent into retirement, 
someone who does not belong to the 
civilized European Heimat (homeland) 
DWV� VQ� VJG� JGCTV� QH� #HTKECP� FCTMPGUU��
Now that he is safe and sound in Europe, 
/CTNQY�KU�MGGP�QP�RWTIKPI�VJG�IJQUV�QH�JKU�
UJCOGHWN� RCUV�� EQPXGPKGPVN[� PKEMPCOGF�
Kurtz, out of his life. 
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Endnotes
1. On the protean appeal of Heart of Darkness��UGG�HQT�GZCORNG�2CFOKPK�/QPIKC�
�����

6GF�$KNN[�
�����%GFTKE�9CVVU�
�����$GPKVC�2CTT[�
�����CPF�)GPG�/��/QQTG�
���

��� +� CO� TGHGTTKPI� JGTG� VQ�Heart of Darkness: An Authoritative Text, Backgrounds and 
Sources, Criticism�� 5GEQPF� 'FKVKQP�� 'FKVGF� D[� 4QDGTV� -KODTQWIJ�� 0GY� ;QTM� ��
.QPFQP��9��9��0QTVQP���%QORCP[�������

���6JGTG�JCXG�DGGP�GCTNKGT�UVWFKGU�VJCV�FKUEWUUGF�VJG�MKPUJKR�DGVYGGP�-WTV\�CPF�/CTNQY��
DWV�PQPG�VQQ�UGTKQWUN[��/QUV�PQVCDNG�CTG�VJQUG�D[�#NDGTV�,��)WGTCTF�CPF�5VGYCTV�%��
9KNEQZ�
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