Extracts from Heart of Darkness by Joseph Conrad
Consider what attitudes towards Africa are revealed in the language and thought of the
following paragraph.
“Going up that river was like travelling back to the earliest beginnings of the
world, when vegetation rioted on the earth and the big trees were kings. An empty
stream, a great silence, an impenetrable forest. The air was warm, thick, heavy,
sluggish. There was no joy in the brilliance of sunshine. The long stretches of the
waterway ran on, deserted, into the gloom of over-shadowed distances. On silvery
sandbanks hippos and alligators sunned themselves side by side. The broadening
waters flowed through a mob of wooded islands; you lost your way on that river
as you would in a desert, and butted all day long against shoals, trying to find the
channel, till you thought yourself bewitched and cut off for ever from everything
you had known once - somewhere - far away - in another existence perhaps. There
were moments when one’s past came back to one, as it will sometimes when you
have not a moment to spare to yourself; but it came in the shape of an unrestful
and noisy dream, remembered with wonder amongst the overwhelming realities
of this strange world of plants, and water, and silence. And this stillness of life did
not in the least resemble a peace. It was the stillness of an implacable force
brooding over an inscrutable intention. It looked at you with a vengeful aspect. I
got used to it afterwards; I did not see it any more; I had no time.”
***
Here Marlow contemplates the African helping him manage the boat. What does he suggest
about the differences between Europeans and Africans?
“And between whiles I had to look after the savage who was fireman. He was an
improved specimen; he could fire up a vertical boiler. He was there below me, and,
upon my word, to look at him was as edifying as seeing a dog in a parody of
breeches and a feather hat, walking on his hindlegs. A few months of training had
done for that really fine chap. He squinted at the steam-gauge and at the watergauge with an evident effort of intrepidity - and he had filed teeth, too, the poor
devil, and the wool of his pate shaved into queer patterns, and three ornamental
scars on each of his cheeks. He ought to have been clapping his hands and
stamping his feet on the bank, instead of which he was hard at work, a thrall to
strange witchcraft, full of improving knowledge. He was useful because he had
been instructed; and what he knew was this - that should the water in that
transparent thing disappear, the evil spirit inside the boiler would get angry
through the greatness of his thirst, and take a terrible vengeance. So he sweated
and watched the glass fearfully (with an impromptu charm, made of rags, tied to
his arm, and a piece of polished bone, as big as a watch, stuck flatways through his
lower lip), while the wooded banks slipped past us slowly, the short noise was left
behind, the interminable miles of silence - and we crept on, towards Kurtz.”
***

Marlow clearly admires the African woman in this extract, but what image of her is
created? Is there any kinship between Marlow and the woman?
“Dark human shapes could be made out in the distance, flitting indistinctly against
the gloomy border of the forest, and near the river two bronze figures, leaning on
tall spears, stood in the sunlight under fantastic head-dresses of spotted skins,
warlike and still in statuesque repose. And from right to left along the lighted
shore moved a wild and gorgeous apparition of a woman.
“She walked with measured steps, draped in striped and fringed clothes, treading
the earth proudly, with a slight jingle and flash of barbarous ornaments. She
carried her head high; her hair was done in the shape of a helmet; she had brass
leggings to the knee, brass wire gauntlets to the elbow, a crimson spot on her
tawny cheek, innumerable necklaces of glass beads on her neck; bizarre things,
charms, gifts of witch-men, that hung about her, glittered and trembled at every
step. She must have had the value of several elephant tusks upon her. She was
savage and superb, wild-eyed and magnificent; there was something ominous and
stately in her deliberate progress. And in the hush that had fallen suddenly upon
the whole sorrowful land, the immense wilderness, the colossal body of the fecund
and mysterious life seemed to look at her, pensive, as though it had been looking
at the image of its own tenebrous and passionate soul.
“She came abreast of the steamer, stood still, and faced us. Her long shadow fell to
the water’s edge. Her face had a tragic and fierce aspect of wild sorrow and of
dumb pain mingled with the fear of some struggling, half-shaped resolve. She
stood looking at us without a stir, and like the wilderness itself, with an air of
brooding over an inscrutable purpose. A whole minute passed, and then she made
a step forward. There was a low jingle, a glint of yellow metal, a sway of fringed
draperies, and she stopped as if her heart had failed her. The young fellow by my
side growled. The pilgrims murmured at my back. She looked at us all as if her life
had depended upon the unswerving steadiness of her glance. Suddenly she
opened her bared arms and threw them up rigid above her head, as though in an
uncontrollable desire to touch the sky, and at the same time the swift shadows
darted out on the earth, swept around on the river, gathering the steamer into a
shadowy embrace. A formidable silence hung over the scene.
“She turned away slowly, walked on, following the bank, and passed into the
bushes to the left. Once only her eyes gleamed back at us in the dusk of the thickets
before she disappeared.”

