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Introduction 

 

Heart of Darkness is a poetic style novella written by Joseph Conrad, an author who, 

according to Ross Murfin, was born in Poland in 1857 as Josef Konrad Nalecz Korzeniowski.  

Parts of Poland was at that time occupied by Russia, and in a government attempt to suppress 

a Polish uprising, Conrad and his parents amongst others, were exiled to the north-western 

part of the huge Communist empire. A few years later, Conrad was orphaned, but his uncle 

took him under his wing and later sent him to be schooled in Geneva. In his late teens Conrad 

became a French merchant navy sailor but eventually moved on to sailing on British ships. In 

1887 he became a British subject and settled in England (3-4).  

          Conrad’s Heart of Darkness has been discussed in various debates ranging from gender 

and race to cultural criticism, symbolism and colonialism. However, the mental instability of 

the protagonist Marlow and the insanity of the mysterious Mr Kurtz, have not often been 

brought up, therefore I thought it interesting to write about. The definition of the term 

insanity, as well as my interpretation of it, is relevant to this essay and I will proceed to define 

this in a moment, but first it is important that I state my thesis. 

          In this essay I will discuss Kurtz’s insanity and how his condition affects the 

protagonist Marlow.  I will provide evidence towards my theory that Marlow, during his trip 

up the Congo River, is on the verge of losing his moral standards, is becoming more unstable 

by the day and is slowly turning mad. That he, by hearing about Kurtz, looks into Kurtz’s path 

to insanity and through later seeing what effects it has had on the man and his surroundings, 

Marlow realises he does not want to go down that same path, and will therefore take a step 

back.   

          Now, before I continue, it is imperative to define the term insanity. To do this would 

have been fairly easy bar from the fact that its lexical meaning has changed throughout the 
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years. From having been used as a term for a mental illness, it is now a term used solely in 

legal circumstances as: “…a legal term representing the inability to know right from wrong or 

the inability to understand the consequences of one’s actions” (DSM-IV, online). Therefore, 

by going back some years, to even before Conrad wrote his book, I found the closest 

interpretation of insanity to that of my own. In James Cowles Prichard’s book A Treatise on 

Insanity and other disorders affecting the Mind, published in 1835, insanity is described as: 

“…a chronic disease, manifested by deviation from the healthy and natural state of mind” (7) 

This description, I believe, also comes closer to the meaning of insanity at the time in which 

Conrad wrote Heart of Darkness.  

          However, according to Prichard the word insanity was in fact used as an umbrella term 

for four different kinds, or rather stages, of ‘insanities’. I am going to focus on the first stage, 

Moral insanity, as I believe the explanation of this specific term gives the most clarification to 

Kurtz’s state of mind:      

                     Moral insanity, or madness consisting in a morbid perversion of the natural 

                     feelings, affections, inclinations, temper, habits, moral dispositions, and natural 

                     impulses, without any remarkable disorder or defect of the intellect or knowing 

                     and reasoning faculties, and particularly without any insane illusion or  

                     hallucination. (Prichard 6) 

So, to make things clear, when I use the term insanity or its synonym madness in this essay, it 

is Prichard’s lexical version of Moral insanity that I am referring to. 

          Here it can be wondered if it truly is insanity I am talking about, not just pure evil. I 

believe this to be a relative question. To me, evil deeds and insane behaviour are evil or 

insane much depending on who interprets them. The important difference here, I feel, is that 

people who are evil might have little or no empathy towards others, but know what they are 

doing and do things with the specific purpose of harming. Insane people, however, exist in a 
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bubble where they might do harmful, volatile things, but they are unaware of the damage they 

are causing. Kurtz creates havoc, and certainly his deeds may be evil, but these deeds, I would 

say, are spawned by a sick and insane mind, and carried out by someone who does not 

consider the consequences. In the world Kurtz’s mind has created he is logical, but outside of 

this world, what he does is considered wrong and insane. This is why I consider Kurtz as 

being insane not evil − I do not think he is aware of the damage he is causing.  

          Now, having established what I define as insanity, and what the difference between 

insanity and evil is, I can continue. In the first chapter of this essay it is my hope to show that 

Marlow is gradually going mad; that the further up the river he goes and the deeper into the 

heart of the jungle he travels, the closer Marlow gets to insanity. Furthermore, I want to show 

that Marlow is influenced by Kurtz throughout the whole journey, but ultimately changes his 

mind when they actually meet. In the second chapter I am going to look closer into my theory 

of why I believe it is Kurtz who, after having furthered Marlow’s descent into madness, now 

keeps Marlow from going insane. Finally, in the third chapter, I will focus on the changes in 

perspectives, thoughts and ideas that Marlow goes through after his decision to stay on the 

sane side of the border to insanity.  I will show how he perceives life differently after his 

turnaround, and even though this journey is arduous and gruelling, both physically and 

mentally, he will see it as an experience and a step closer to self-knowledge. Marlow could 

not have put it better himself:                  

                     …to understand the effect of it on me you ought to know how I got out there,  

                     what I saw, how I went up that river to the place where I first met the poor chap 

                     [Kurtz]. It was the farthest point of navigation and the culmination point of my  

                     experience. It seemed somehow to throw a kind of light on everything about me 

                     – and into my thoughts. (11) 
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Chapter One − Marlow’s Descent into Madness 

 

 
 

Marlow was an ordinary, stable person before his trip to the Congo, naïve perhaps, but an 

everyday man in the sense that he had a job, he was well respected by the people who 

surrounded him, and he followed the rules and regulations set up by the law as well as by the 

society. His crewmen even depict him as “trustworthiness personified” (5). However, his 

experience onboard the ship, sailing down to the African continent, and the steamboat-trip up 

the Congo River to fetch Kurtz, made him a different person. I cannot say for sure what it was 

that changed him. It might have been the heat, the lack of food, the uncertainty, the mindless 

killing of people and animals, the lawlessness, the slavery, the insects, the thirst; all these 

things must surely undermine the mental stability of a person, especially if he would meet 

with all these irregularities at the same time or within close succession of each other. So the 

question here is not what, but how. How much did it affect Marlow and how did he change? 

He, himself, points out that everybody, even the kindest of people can change for the worse in 

circumstances like these: 

                     …Fresleven was the gentlest, quietest creature that ever walked on two legs. No 

                     doubt he was; but he had been a couple of years already out there engaged in the 

                     noble cause […] and he probably felt the need at last of asserting his self-respect  

                     in some way. Therefore he whacked the old nigger mercilessly. (13) 

Marlow foreshadows his own change by mentioning this part. He wants to demonstrate that 

any common and normally kind person, who is pushed to the limit in an uncommon situation, 

is very likely to react differently to what that person would have done otherwise. He wants the 

reader/listener to see that everyone has a dark side and that this uncouth side will show more 

clearly when put in certain situations. By repeating the same message in a different context 

”…there is a way of looking at a halter that would provoke the most charitable of saints into a 

kick” (35), he wants to emphasise the normality of losing touch with reality in an unreal 
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situation like the one he has experienced. Without this emphasis he could be seen as already 

being mentally unstable before he even left for Africa. Then the reader and/or listener could 

not relate to him, and his story would not seem believable.          

          Kurtz catches Marlow’s interest from the very first time he hears about him: “I would 

give some thought to Kurtz. […] I was curious to see whether this man, who had come out 

equipped with moral ideas of some sort, would climb to the top after all and how he would set 

about his work when there” (44). And it is curious that, even though Marlow has hinted at his 

imminent decline into madness already, it is not until Kurtz is first mentioned that Marlow in 

fact starts to show these tendencies to mad behaviour properly; he starts feeling slightly odd, 

unusually irritable and quick-tempered. This sly decline is shown by humorous remarks like: 

“I remembered the old doctor, - ‘It would be interesting for science to watch the mental 

changes of individuals, on the spot.’ I felt I was becoming scientifically interesting” (29). This 

kind of remark, I believe, is an indication of mental changes in Marlow and that something is 

not quite the same as it once was. He starts becoming petulant and easily annoyed: “Mr Kurtz 

was…I felt weary and irritable. Hang Kurtz, I thought […]. Being hungry, you know, and 

kept on my feet, too, I was getting savage” (32).  

                   The further into the jungle they get and the more maze-like the river becomes the 

more confused, unreal and insane things appear to Marlow. Perhaps the river is a metaphor for 

the road to his soul; that the further down the path to madness he travels, the more 

complicated and more crooked the path becomes and the more he loses his bearings. By each 

twist in the river, it seems he is losing the clarity and knowledge of what has been, and by 

each new turn ahead, he is travelling a step further into the obscurity and darkness of what is 

to come. In a way he ends up in some kind of limbo. He forgets about the past but still cannot 

see the future: 

                     We were cut off from the comprehension of our surroundings; we glided past 
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                     like phantoms, wondering and secretly appalled, as sane men would be before an  

                     enthusiastic outbreak in a madhouse. We could not understand because we were 

                     too far and could not remember, because we were travelling in the night of first 

                     ages, of those ages that are gone, leaving hardly a sign – and no memories. (51) 

This theory about the river being a path to the darkness of Marlow’s soul is an idea that  

unfortunately I will not have time to develop further because of the limitations of this essay. 

However, it needed to be mentioned as it shows Marlow’s change of attitude and thinking. It 

hints to him being trapped inside a bubble with its own existence, its own problems and its 

own solutions − the sphere in which the mad man exists.  

          Marlow’s morals deteriorate as time floats by and as the steamboat glides further into 

the unknown white patches of Africa’s jungle. What other people in an ordinary world would 

classify as horrid, bizarre and absurd, he starts taking for granted. “Give’im to us.” “To you, 

eh?” I asked; “what would you do with them?” “Eat‘im!” […] I would no doubt have been 

properly horrified, had it not occurred to me that he and his chaps must be very hungry” (58, 

my emphasis). Who in their normal frame of mind would not have been properly horrified at 

cannibals wanting to eat other humans, even though they might have been hungry? The 

answer is, according to me: no one would. Only circumstances have made him think 

differently, his acceptance levels have risen and his moral standards have dropped. A similar 

incidence mentioned is when they arrive at Kurtz’s property: “They would have been even 

more impressive, those heads on the stakes, if their faces had not been turned to the house” 

(82, my emphasis). So, suddenly cannibalism and savage rites do not surprise him anymore 

and neither do they scare him. In fact he starts thinking it is normal and impressive and even 

sees it as a welcome change: “…I seemed at one [sic] bound to have been transported into 

some lightless region of subtle horrors, where pure, uncomplicated savagery was a positive 

relief, being something that had a right to exist – obviously – in the sunshine” (83-84). 
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          Throughout all this, Kurtz is firmly rooted in Marlow’s mind. He analyses him and 

cannot stop thinking about him. Kurtz has become a focus; almost an obsession: “Where the 

pilgrims imagined it [the steamer] crawled to I don’t know. To some place where they 

expected to get something, I bet! For me it crawled towards Kurtz – exclusively…” (50). 

Marlow is wholly aware of all the malicious and cruel things that Kurtz has done, but he is 

nonetheless not discouraged. In fact it does the exact opposite – it fuels him on and it only 

makes him want to know even more about him. He finds him fascinating to the point of where 

he actually levels with him and identifies himself with him: “I found myself lumped along 

with Kurtz as a partisan of methods for which the time was not ripe: I was unsound! Ah! But 

it was something to have at least a choice of nightmares” (89). 

          All in all, I believe this chapter has provided some evidence towards my theory that 

Marlow is well on his way to insanity. He is changing and slowly becoming a different person 

to the one he was when he first left England for Africa. He is undoubtedly on his way to 

turning into a mad man, possibly partly due to the natural circumstances I mentioned earlier 

but evidently also much as a result of Marlow’s fascination for Kurtz. In the next chapter I 

will show where the turning point for Marlow is and I will discuss why he, by the help of 

Kurtz, decides to take a step back from that madness that is so close to closing its jaws around 

him, swallowing him whole and forever engulfing him in its darkness.   
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Chapter Two − Kurtz’s Madness Turns Marlow Sane 

 

 

 

Having established Marlow’s descent towards madness I will in this chapter try to explain 

why he identifies with Kurtz and why this eventually will help him decide to turn around from 

the brink of insanity. I will examine closer the turning point, what effect this has on the story 

and on Marlow, and why I believe it is Kurtz who makes this turnaround happen.  

          Before I do this, however, I also have to ascertain that Kurtz already is insane. In effect 

it is not mentioned in the book that he is actually considered insane, although Marlow does 

mention the word “mad” thrice (81, 95). But it must be emphasised here that this only is 

Marlow’s own interpretation. Still, it is my interpretation that it is written between the lines 

many times over. A few examples are: when Marlow says “his - let us say - nerves, went 

wrong” (72) and that Kurtz had been said to having committed “unspeakable rites” (72) or 

that “many powers of darkness claimed him for their own” (71). One passage in particular I 

find depicts his state in a very intricate and thoroughly descriptive way:  “the wilderness […] 

had got into his veins, consumed his flesh, and sealed his soul to its own” (69). To this, I 

would like to add Francis Ford Coppola’s interpretation of Kurtz in the film Apocalypse Now 

Redux to emphasise my assumption. Coppola’s interpretation is very valid here as the script 

for his film followed Conrad’s Heart of Darkness very closely.  In the film, the General wants 

Kurtz terminated (instead of brought back alive as is written in the book) specifically because 

he has gone insane. The General explains why:                      

                     …there is a conflict in every human heart, between the rational and the 

                     irrational, between good and evil, and good does not always triumph. Sometimes 

                     the dark side overcomes what Lincoln called the better angels of nature. Every  

                     man has got a breaking point […] Walt Kurtz has reached his. And very  

                     obviously, he has gone insane. (15min 48sec) 
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          Marlow identifies himself with Kurtz because he can understand him; they have after 

all been in similar situations, in the same country. But also, I agree with Guerard when he 

states in Conrad the Novelist that: “Marlow commits himself to the yet unseen agent partly 

because Kurtz ‘had come out equipped with moral ideas of sort.’ Anything would seem 

preferable to the demoralized greed and total cynicism of the others…” (35-36). So, to 

Marlow, Kurtz seems perhaps reasonably clever, hard working and focused compared to the 

other Westerners around him, but does that really differentiate Kurtz from the other colonizers 

and traders? He is still as greedy as any of the other ivory hunters and fortune seekers and 

even uses harsher methods and he seems to show no mercy. 

          Since Marlow is becoming rather unbalanced himself, it appears he sees Kurtz’s 

behaviour through a slightly demented mind. Maybe this makes Kurtz’s actions reasonable 

and accounted for. Basically, then, it is Marlow’s own instability that makes him take an 

interest in Kurtz − because Kurtz seems to give reason to this strange world. This man 

becomes Marlow’s stability, his insane equal in an insane world.  

          Another answer to that might be that Marlow admires Kurtz’s strong and charismatic 

side: 

                    Hadn’t I been told in all the tones of jealousy and admiration that he had  

                    collected, bartered, swindled, or stolen more ivory than all the other agents 

                    together? That was not the point. The point was in his being a gifted creature, and 

                    that of all his gifts the one that stood out pre-eminently, that carried with it a  

                    sense of real presence, was his ability to talk, his words – the gift of expression,  

                    the bewildering, the illuminating, the most exalted and the most contemptible, the 

                    pulsating stream of light… (68) 
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However, something changes as Marlow continues the sentence: “…, or the deceitful flow 

from the heart of an impenetrable darkness” (68). It is as if he somehow starts thinking 

differently and starts looking at both sides of the matter. He might have realised that Kurtz 

can be a great man from certain perspectives, but in other perspectives he is not. He starts to 

doubt Kurtz’s behaviour and his goals, or at least his means of reaching them. Ultimately, it is 

what he admires in Kurtz in the beginning that also saves him from going insane in the end. 

Because Kurtz arrived to The Congo first, travelled up the river first, went through similar 

ordeals before Marlow even arrived in Africa and because Kurtz has already gone through a 

comparable process to the one Marlow himself is going through, Kurtz is always one step 

ahead of him.   

          Nevertheless, for neither of these two individuals, this whole process of mental decline 

clearly did not happen overnight. The change into a darker self takes time and cannot be 

easily dealt with. Marlon Brando, through his character Kurtz in Apocalypse Now Redux, 

explains this phenomenon very well: “Horror has a face, and you must make a friend of 

horror. Horror and moral terror are your friends. If they are not, then they are enemies to be 

feared” (2h 51min 52sec). So it seems more a question of balance, of accepting who you are, 

good as well as bad. If you cannot accept this balance, the scales will turn and you must be 

prepared to deal with the darkness that may follow.  

          Marlow is first afraid of his darker side, of horror, but the turning point is when he 

decides to ‘make friends’ with his dark side instead of fearing it. Kurtz, always being one step 

ahead of Marlow, gives him more time to prepare, to think and to hesitate. Marlow exclaims: 

“Soul! If anybody had ever struggled with a soul, I am the man” (95). While struggling with 

his inner demons he has time to see what has happened to Kurtz. When Marlow actually 

arrives at Kurtz’s property out in the very heart of the jungle, he sees clearly what Kurtz has 

done to the people and to the land. What seemed translucent, inconceivable and unthinkable 
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all of a sudden becomes a reality. Black on white he sees the effects of Kurtz’s deeds and 

Kurtz’s madness. This is the very turning point of the scales, where the weight is evened out 

between the two sides, so that balance is upheld. Marlow finally meets him, and when he 

does, he describes Kurtz in a mystifying way, which at the same time paints a picture that is 

frightfully lucid and makes the skin crawl:  

                     The wilderness had patted him on the head, and, behold, it was like a ball, an  

                     ivory ball; it had caressed him, and – lo! – he had withered; it had taken him,  

                     loved him, embraced him, got into his veins, consumed his flesh, and sealed his 

                     soul to its own by the inconceivable ceremonies of some devilish initiation. (69)       

He understands that Kurtz has gone too far, that he was actually insane:”…his soul was mad. 

Being alone in the wilderness, it had looked within itself, and, by heavens! I tell you, it had 

gone mad. I had – for my sins, I suppose – to go through the ordeal of looking into myself…” 

(95). Realising he has been in the wrong he ransacks himself, looks into himself and instead 

of continuing to fear his most dreadful foe – horror – he ‘makes friends with horror’.  Marlow 

finally takes the step back from the edge of pure and sheer insanity. As Marlow puts it 

himself: 

                     It is his extremity that I seem to have lived through. True, he had made that 

                     last stride, he had stepped over the edge, while I had been permitted to draw 

                     back my hesitating foot. And perhaps in this is the whole difference; perhaps 

                     all the wisdom, and all truth, and all sincerity, are just compressed into that  

                     inappreciable moment of time in which we step over the threshold of the  

                     invisible […] Better his cry – much better. It was an affirmation, a moral  

                     victory, paid for by innumerable defeats, by abominable terrors, by abominable 

                     satisfactions. But it was a victory! (101) 
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So it is through Kurtz’ insanity Marlow manages to stay sane. Hearing about Kurtz going mad 

and seeing his doings, saves himself from going too far. Marlow now starts looking at things 

from a different perspective, in a different light. The man, who had once been a symbol of 

admiration to Marlow, has now become something devilish and dark. 

          In this chapter I have shown that Marlow deals with his problems through someone else 

and that he has essentially channelled his own thoughts through Kurtz’ doings. Experiencing 

insanity through Kurtz is ultimately what saves Marlow from having to experience insanity 

himself, so in the end, Kurtz saves Marlow from going mad. How this eventually affects him, 

I will discuss in the next chapter. I will also bring up the different view from which Marlow 

now sees this whole incident, and then I will proceed to conclude my whole theory.  
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Chapter Three − Marlow Re-evaluates His Experience 

 
 

Now I have established the turning point in Marlow’s declining mental state and why I 

believe Kurtz was not only the one furthering Marlow’s descent towards insanity, but also the 

very reason for Marlow not stepping over the edge. In this chapter I will look into how this 

experience affected him and how it changed his perspective on life.  

          Back in Western society where everything is ‘normal’, Marlow has a hard time settling 

back in. He wrestles with knowledge that no one else has and he feels almost like he is 

carrying a secret. This whole experience has altered his priorities and his view on life. They 

are not the same any longer, nor are his values, nor his needs: 

                     I found myself back in the sepulchral city resenting the sight of people  

                     hurrying through the streets […] to dream their insignificant and silly dreams. 

                     They trespassed upon my thoughts, they were intruders whose knowledge of life 

                     was to me an irritation pretence, […] I had no particular desire to enlighten them,  

                     but I had some difficulty in restraining myself from laughing in their faces, so  

                     full of stupid importance… (102) 

          There is an internal struggle going on within Marlow at this stage. On the one hand he 

finds the people surrounding him annoying because they are dreamers and completely 

ignorant of the world outside of the sepulchral city; the world that includes other countries, 

other continents and other experiences. On the other hand he says “I was anxious to deal with 

this shadow by myself alone, – and to this day I don’t know why I was so jealous of sharing 

with any one the peculiar blackness of that experience” (92-93). He just does not know what 

to think anymore.  

          For a while he just wants to rid himself of all memories and the visions that he has of 

Kurtz. But is it possible to flee from memories and to leave visions behind? No, even if he 
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gave away all of Kurtz’s belongings and letters – all the tactile things that reminded Marlow 

of him – the intangible memories of Kurtz could still never be erased:  

                     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 I wanted to give that up, too, to the past, in a way – to surrender  

                     all that remained of him with me to that oblivion which is the last word of our 

                     common fate. (105) 

The memories will forever be wedged in his brain and the visions will always be imprinted on 

his retina. Marlow will always have to live with the knowledge of Kurtz. 

          If something cannot be ignored, then it must be accepted. This is something Marlow 

soon realises; that life is not black or white but a struggle for a reasonable balance between 

the two − for greyness. He realises, that if he accepts the good with the bad and if he uses all 

his experience and knowledge to his advantage, it will lead him to an exploration of a 

different kind of unknown. Not the unknown areas of Africa, but the exploration of oneself – 

a quest for self-knowledge and self-acceptance. Because, in one’s soul, there are always 

things to be discovered and there are always battles to be fought. Prizes might not be won and 

there might not be any glory to be had, but in their place there is experience to be gained, 

wisdom even and perhaps, if you are lucky, clarification of some of the mysteries of life: 

                     I had wrestled with death. It is the most unexciting contest you can imagine. 

                     It takes place in an impalpable greyness with nothing underfoot, with nothing 

                     around, without spectators, without clamour, without glory, without the great  

                     desire of victory, without the great fear of defeat, in a sickly atmosphere of  

                     tepid scepticism, without much belief in your own right, and still less in that 

                     of your adversary. If such is the form of ultimate wisdom, then life is a 

                     greater riddle than some of us think it to be. (100-101) 
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          Finally, I want to go back to the very beginning of this tale. Here Marlow mentions 

something that is to have a big impact on the whole significance of the book and it also shows 

implications of what this adventure has done for Marlow himself: “It [Africa] had ceased to 

be a blank space of delightful mystery – a white patch for a boy to dream gloriously over. It 

had become a place of darkness.”(12).  

          When Marlow was a little boy, Africa was almost entirely undiscovered and therefore 

almost all white on the map. As he grows up, however, the white is filled in, it is shaded dark. 

But this has not only to do with undiscovered landmasses becoming discovered, it has not just 

to do with the colonial powers’ ravenous journeys throughout Africa for discovery and 

expansion, of greed and power struggles, of ivory and slaves. No, I truly believe that the white 

patch on the map symbolises more than that. I feel the whiteness is a symbol of his childhood 

innocence or perhaps the innocence of his soul, which, since he grew up and especially after 

his own journey through Africa, is not ‘white’ anymore, but tainted. It is tainted dark by his 

dark deeds, darker by his dark thoughts and darker yet by his dark experiences. The white 

areas of the map become places dyed by discovered secrets, painted with the colour of 

disappointment and tinted by the horrors of mankind. This ‘colouring in’ is nevertheless not 

only bad; quite the opposite, rather. It gives Marlow the tools he needs for self-discovery. It 

equips him with a choice.   

          As the map grows darker, his own heart becomes a place of darkness, but Marlow 

chooses not give up. He has been enticed by the darkness and by Kurtz’s strong charisma; it is 

perhaps intriguing to experience the other side as ‘the grass is always greener’ as the proverb 

says, but I agree with Ian Watt when he states in his essay that “…neither Conrad nor Marlow 

stand for the position that darkness is irresistible; their attitude, rather, is to enjoin us to 

defend ourselves in full knowledge of the difficulties to which we have been blinded by the 

illusions of civilisation” (Impressionism and Symbolism in Heart of Darkness, 335). Thus 
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being back in the sepulchral city, Marlow is no longer blinded by the smoke screen that  

civilized society has put up to conceal the numerous aspects of life. After in vain having tried 

to get rid of his memories of the jungle and of Kurtz, he embraces them instead and uses them 

to his advantage.  

         So, in the end, he might have wrestled with death, he might have almost been suffocated 

by horrors and he might even have been a hair’s breath from turning insane, but after his 

turnaround he learns to uphold the balance between all the shades of grey that comes with life. 
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Conclusion 

  

My hope with this essay was to prove that Marlow, however close he came to the brink of 

madness, never actually ended up insane because he already experienced this insanity through 

Kurtz. 

          Initially I discussed Marlow’s decent into madness and that Kurtz’s influence played a 

major part in this decline. That Kurtz first became an icon of Marlow’s, was not so strange; he 

was strong when Marlow felt weak, he was clever when everyone else seemed stupid to 

Marlow, and also Kurtz had survived ordeals which Marlow himself was not sure he could 

even face. Kurtz was at first tough and charismatic, a good speaker and an example for 

Marlow to follow. Marlow needed a focus in all the confusion that was involved in coming to 

Africa, and Kurtz ended up becoming that focus.  

          The bond with Kurtz was strengthened especially when, or most specifically because, 

Marlow started to lose his own morals, his stability and finally almost his sanity. This led to 

him levelling with Kurtz, and Marlow then started to make sense of Kurtz’s ideas, however 

gruelling and deplorable they were. He was becoming enthralled by Kurtz. 

          I subsequently attempted to establish the doubts that gradually started to dig its claws 

into Marlow’s murky and bewildered mind. By being one step behind Kurtz he manages to 

get enough time to think, and ultimately, also to reconsider. Marlow hesitates long enough to 

clearly realise he does not want to go down that same road; he does not want to become 

Kurtz, he does not want to go insane. The victory of that decision was not a celebrated one, 

but still, he won over his own dark side, the effects of which I brought up and discussed in the 

last chapter.  

          Going through an ordeal like the one Marlow went through, brings with it 

consequences, but these Marlow used solely to his advantage. Marlow understood that he 
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would benefit from these consequences by gaining self-knowledge. This self-discovery might 

be good or it might be bad, but according to Marlow it is a necessity − a necessary evil 

perhaps, but still necessary − if you want to evolve as a human being. Some people who are 

living in the sepulchral city may be able to live in ignorance, and these people would not 

know any better. Ignorance, then, might be bliss. But Marlow would not have wanted it any 

other way. Whatever life is it is not black or white, it cannot be if one really wants to go on a 

journey for self-discovery. Marlow learnt, partly thanks to Kurtz, how to embrace the 

impurities and accept them as a part of himself. As a result, he learnt to know all aspects and 

shades of himself. It is all these shades of grey that gives him distinction. It is what shows 

who he really is.  

          By reading this book one can only hope to learn something about oneself, as Marlow 

learnt from Kurtz. I think it would be insane not to read Heart of Darkness, not to consume it, 

not to devour it. In fact, it would be madness to miss out on this grand adventure, which takes 

you to the very heart of Africa and to the very core of the soul.   
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