
Heart of Darkness (1902)Joseph Conrad

Look at a steamship of the 1890s similar to the one Marlow would have 
sailed on in Conrad’s novel. Now answer the following questions.

1 What do you think sailing on a river like the Congo would have been like 
in that time? Think of the following.
• vegetation
• climate

• the speed of your journey
• comforts on board

2 What advantages are there in this type of travel compared to today’s 
air travel?
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BEFORE READING

The Horror! The Horror!
Kurtz is on Marlow’s ship going back down river to the Central 
Station but his health is worsening. Marlow’s health is also 
beginning to suffer and his ship has just broken down.

We broke down – as I had expected – and had to lie up1 for repairs 
at the head of an island. This delay was the first thing that shook2 
Kurtz’s confidence3. One morning he gave me a packet of papers 
and a photograph – the lot tied together with a shoe-string. ‘Keep 
this for me,’ he said. ‘This noxious fool4’ (meaning the manager) 
‘is capable of prying5 into my boxes when I am not looking.’ In the 
afternoon I saw him. He was lying on his back with closed eyes, 
and I withdrew quietly6, but I heard him mutter7, ‘Live rightly, die, 
die...’. I listened. There was nothing more. Was he rehearsing8 some 
speech in his sleep, or was it a fragment of a phrase from some 
newspaper article? He had been writing for the papers and meant 
to do so again, ‘for the furthering9 of my ideas. It’s a duty.’
‘His was an impenetrable darkness. I looked at him as you peer 
down10 at a man who is lying at the bottom of a precipice where 
the sun never shines. But I had not much time to give him, because 
I was helping the engine-driver [...].
‘One evening coming in with a candle I was startled11 to hear him 
say a little tremulously12, ‘I am lying here in the dark waiting for 
death.’ The light was within a foot13 of his eyes. I forced myself to 
murmur14, ‘Oh, nonsense!15’ and stood over him as if transfixed16.
Anything approaching the change that came over his features17 
I have never seen before, and hope never to see again. 
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Answer.

1 In the extract does Kurtz 
know he is dying?

2 What does Kurtz keep doing 
while lying on his back?

3 Why couldn’t Marlow spend 
too much time with him?

4 Is Marlow’s final opinion of 
Kurtz negative or positive?

Underline what Marlow saw 
in Kurtz’s ‘ivory face’.

2

3

1. lie up: fermarci.
2. shook: scosse.
3. confidence: senso di sicurezza.
4. noxious fool: idiota maligno.
5. capable of prying: capace di spiare.
6. withdrew quietly: mi sono ritirato in silenzio.
7. mutter: mormorare.

8. rehearsing: ripassando.
9. furthering: diffusione.
10. as you peer down: come quando si scruta.
11. startled: sorpreso.
12. tremulously: con voce tremante.
13. within a foot: a distanza di un piede (vicino).
14. murmur: mormorare.

15. nonsense: schiocchezze.
16. transfixed: paralizzato.
17. Anything...his features: nessun 

cambiamento simile a quello che ha assunto 
il suo viso.
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The First Part of the 20th Century 6

Oh, I wasn’t touched18. I was fascinated. 
It was as though a veil had been rent19. I saw on that ivory face the 
expression of sombre pride20, of ruthless power21, of craven terror22 – 
of an intense and hopeless despair23. Did he live his life again in every 
detail of desire, temptation, and surrender24 during that supreme 
moment of complete knowledge? He cried in a whisper25 at some 
image, at some vision – he cried out twice, a cry that was no more 
than a breath26 – 

‘The Horror! The Horror!’ 
I blew the candle out and left the cabin. The pilgrims27 were dining 
in the mess-room28, and I took my place opposite the manager, who 
lifted his eyes to give me a questioning glance29, which I successfully 
ignored. He leaned back, serene, with a peculiar smile of his sealing 
the unexpressed depths of his meanness30. A continuous shower of 
small flies streamed31 upon the lamp, upon the cloth, upon our hands 
and faces. Suddenly the manager’s boy put his insolent black head 
in the doorway32, and said in a tone of scathing contempt33 –
‘Mistah Kurtz – he dead.’
All the pilgrims rushed out34 to see. I remained, and went on 
with my dinner. I believe I was considered brutally callous35. 
However, I did not eat much. [...] 
And then they very nearly buried me. However, as you see, I did 
not go to join Kurtz there and then. I did not. I remained to dream 
the nightmare out to the end, and to show my loyalty to Kurtz once 
more. [...] I was within a hair’s-breadth36 of the last opportunity 
for pronouncement37, and I found with humiliation that probably 
I would have nothing to say. 
This is the reason why I affirm 
that Kurtz was a remarkable 
man. He had something to 
say. He said it. Since I had 
peeped over the edge38 myself, 
I understand better the 
meaning of his stare39, that 
could not see the flame of the 
candle, but was wide enough to 
embrace40 the whole universe, 
piercing enough41 to penetrate 
all the hearts that beat in the 
darkness. He had summed up 
– he had judged. ‘The Horror!’ 
He was a remarkable man.

18. touched: comosso.
19. as though...rent: come se un velo fosse 

stato strappato.
20. sombre pride: cupo orgoglio.
21. ruthless power: un potere spietato.
22. craven terror: un terrore avvilente.
23. hopeless despair: una disperazione totale.
24. surrender: abbandono.
25. whisper: sussurro.
26. breath: sospiro.

27. pilgrims: il soprannome (ironico) che 
Marlow dà agli altri uomini che lavorano 
per la compagnia.

28. mess-room: mensa della nave.
29. glance: sguardo.
30. sealing...meanness: sigillando le 

profondità inespresse della sua  
meschinità.

31. flies streamed: le mosche volavano 
di continuo.

32. doorway: entrata.

33. scathing contempt: forte disprezzo.
34. rushed out: uscirono di corsa.
35. callous: insensibile.
36. within a hair’s-breadth: vicinissimo.
37. for pronouncement: di parlare.
38. peeped over the edge: spiato oltre 

il confine (tra la vita e la morte).
39. stare: sguardo.
40. embrace: abbracciare.
41. piercing enough: abbastanza acuto.

Steamship illustration for Heart of 
Darkness by Joseph Conrad, 2012.
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UNDERSTANDING THE TEXT

Answer the following questions.

1 What effect does the ship breaking down have on Kurtz? Why?

2 What did Kurtz give Marlow and why?

3 What happened to Kurtz on the boat?

4 What was Marlow’s reaction to this?

5 Which line tells you that Marlow also nearly died on the journey?

Underline all the words in the text Marlow uses to describe Kurtz. How would you describe his feelings 
for Kurtz?

A  negative B  ambivalent C  positive

ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION

Why do you think Marlow did not go to see the dead Kurtz? Choose the correct alternative.
A  It was too dark outside. B  He was very hungry. C  There was no point now. 

Why did Marlow feel humiliation after nearly dying?

One of the recurring themes in the novel is that of ‘light and darkness’. Find references to this theme 
in the passage writing each reference in the table below.

Light Darkness

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 Who do the references to light mainly refer to?

2 Who do the references to darkness mainly refer to?

Kurtz had been a ruthless trader and set himself up as a god for the natives. Why, in the end, do you think 
Marlow admires him? (Refer to lines 47-64.) 

For his…

A  cruelty B  honesty C  pride D  bravery E  lifestyle

Read the following different interpretations critics have given to Kurtz’s famous words: ‘The Horror! 
The Horror!’ Which do you agree with?

 Some simply see it as Kurtz’s imminent death.

 Some see it as the evil to be found in all men.

 Some see it as a reference to Kurtz’s experience with the natives.

 Some see it as Kurtz’s references to the consequences of colonialism.

 Some see it as Kurtz’s judgement on his own life.
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Put the following in the correct order to create a summary.

a  Kurtz was lying down waiting to die.

b  Marlow admired Kurtz in the end.

c  Marlow’s ship has broken down. 

d  The manager’s boy says Kurtz is dead.

e  Kurtz’s final words are ‘The Horror! The Horror!’

f  Marlow nearly dies.

g  Kurtz gave Marlow some personal possessions.

h  The other men on board are eating.
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DISCUSSION  Discuss the following quotation in groups then relate to the rest of the class.

The conquest of the earth, which mostly means the taking it away from those who have a 
different complexion or slightly fatter noses than ourselves, is not a pretty thing when you 
look into it too much...

1 What are these lines actually saying? 

2 Are they an over-simplification of colonialism? 

3 What were the main reasons that led men to conquer other lands? 

4 Where, in the world, has it caused great problems?

5 Where has it been beneficial?

COMPETENCE  In 1979 film director Francis Ford Coppola used Conrad’s Heart of Darkness as an analogy to 
America’s conflict in Vietnam in the 1970s. The title of the film was Apocalypse Now. Look on the Web to find 
out more about the war in Vietnam and then write a paragraph of 200 words stating why you think this 
novel would or would not be an effective analogy. Look at the following points to help you:

• environment/vegetation/climate
• colonialism/politics/economy/power

8
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Choose the correct alternative.

1 Joseph Conrad was originally
A  Russian B   English C  Ukrainian

2 The narrative technique Conrad uses to tell his story is
A  the frame narrative B  third-person narrative C  omniscient narrator

3 The novel is based on Conrad’s experiences in
A  Congo B  France C  South America

4 The main theme of the novel is
A  travel B  relationships C  colonialism
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