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Temporal succession in Heart of Darkness 

 

Heart of Darkness (1899) is driven by complex temporal layers 

rather than a straightforward linear chronology. Conrad 

experiments with time to explore memory, storytelling, moral 

ambiguity, and the encounter with the “other.” The narrative 

unfolds through a frame story that nests memory and the present 

voyage into the African Congo, while within that frame Marlow 

recounts his journey to Kurtz, whose life and death exist in a 

compressed, almost mythic time. Key aspects of temporal succession 

include: 

 

- Frame narrative vs. diegetic time: The novella is structured as a 

story within a story. The outer frame is the narrator aboard the 

Nellie on the Thames, recounting Marlow’s tale as it is told to 

them. The inner frame is Marlow’s voyage up the Congo, which is 

the primary diegetic time. Within Marlow’s recollection, there is 

yet another layer: his memory of Kurtz and Kurtz’s sickened 

civilization and collapse. 

- Nonlinear memory vs. present action: Marlow’s recollections are 

triggered by sensory cues and by his own subjective recollection. 

The narrative often shifts from the immediate present (the river 

voyage) to memories of past events (Kurtz’s ivory trade, his 

influence on the locals, the horror of the station). 

- Compression and elongation of time: Constrictions of imperial 

exploitation compress vast historical processes into short episodes. 

Kurtz’s “intellectual” and moral career unfurls in moments that 

feel extensive, while the voyage itself spans weeks or months in the 

present timeline. 

- Time as moral measurement: Time marks moral progress or 

degeneration. The Congo’s pristine “darkness” becomes a measure 

of moral failure, and the perceived delay or haste in Kurtz’s 

downfall mirrors political and existential delays in the European 

project of civilization. 

 

Frame narrative and time 

 

The outer frame: on the Thames 
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- The novella opens with the Nellie anchored on the Thames, with 

the narrator (a composite of several voices, but often read as a 

gentle, skeptical observer) recounting the tale. This frame situates 

the story in a reflective space—time to ponder, time to listen, time 

to interpret. 

- The frame suggests that the chronology we are about to hear is 

mediated, subjective, and interpretive. Time in the frame is 

elegiac and cautious; memory is “present,” but it is already 

recollected. 

The inner frame: the Congo voyage 

- The core narrative is Marlow’s voyage up the Congo River. Time 

here is dominated by: 

  - The journey’s rhythm: the boat, the river, the alternating 

tedium and menace. 

  - The delay and waiting: engine failures, delays at the stations, 

the waiting for Kurtz’s arrival or news. 

  - Encounters that punctuate time: the grisly stations, the 

pilgrims, the Russian trader, the brickmaker with the hyaena-like 

patience of time. 

 

Within Marlow’s recollection: temporal layering 

 

Kurtz and his astonishing arc 

- Kurtz’s life and downfall unfold through Marlow’s 

interpretation, which often collapses long durations into symbolic 

moments. 

- Two temporal pressures shape Kurtz’s arc: 

  - Arc of ascent: Kurtz’s power, charisma, and veneer of 

civilization grow rapidly as he asserts authority over the locals 

and the leather trade. 

  - Arc of decay: His moral collapse and death are compressed into 

a brief, brutal period that Marlow experiences as almost 

instantaneous in memory, despite likely spanning weeks or 

months in real time. 

 

Temporal gaps and gaps in knowledge 

- The narrator withholds precise dates and durations, inviting 

readers to fill in the gaps through inference. This gap-making 
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emphasizes the unknowable depths of the Congo and Kurtz’s 

psyche. 

- Time becomes a tool for ambiguity: we never know exact times 

for Kurtz’s activities, the length of his influence, or how long 

Marlow had traveled before seeing Kurtz’s station. The lack of 

precise chronology mirrors the unknowable moral wilderness at 

the heart of the novel. 

 

The foreign world’s time vs. European time 

- The Congo is depicted as existing outside European temporal 

norms. Time there is “primitive” in the eyes of the adventurers, yet 

it also compresses and accelerates moral reckoning. 

- The natives’ response to Kurtz and to Marlow unfolds on a 

different rhythm, suggesting that time is experienced subjectively 

and culturally. 

 

Symbolic time and motifs 

 

The river as time 

- The Congo River functions as a living clock. Its current and the 

boat’s progression mark the journey’s forward movement and its 

passage into the unknown. 

- The river’s constant motion contrasts with moments of 

stagnation (waiting at stations), amplifying the tension between 

movement and stoppage in time. 

 

 The Intended vs. the Emerging 

- The frame’s framing in the frame: what Kurtz represents 

conceptually (European ideals of civilization, enlightenment, 

and moral progress) versus what he becomes in practice (a specter 

of empire’s brutality). 

- Time here exposes a disjunction: the intended arc of progress 

collapses into a narrative of horror, forcing readers to re-

evaluate the timeline of “civilization.” 

 

Death and the passage of time 

- Kurtz’s death scene intensifies the perception of time’s linearity 

breaking down. The last moments carry a weight beyond clock 
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time, suggesting a metaphysical acceleration or deceleration of 

significance. 

- The repetition of phrases like “The horror! The horror!” cycles in 

memory, lending a ritual quality to time—moments repeated, 

remembered, and reinterpreted. 

 

Narrative technique and temporal effects 

 

Fragmented chronology 

- The story’s chronology is imperfect and non-linear. Marlow’s 

retelling is salted with flashbacks and anticipations, which 

reflects the process of recollection rather than a straightforward 

report. 

- This fragmentation mirrors the moral fragmentation of the 

colonial project. 

 

 Predictable unpredictability 

- The frame narrator’s stance creates a tension: we expect a 

coherent tale, but the tale resists coherence, reflecting the 

unpredictable nature of history and experience in imperial 

ventures. 

 

Temporal distance and perspective 

- The “distance” between the frame (civilized, ceremonial space 

on the Thames) and the inner tale (the heart of darkness in 

Africa) creates a temporal contrast: civilization regards time as 

progress; the African frontier reveals time as moral depth or 

decay. 

- The more Marlow remembers, the more distance grows between 

the time of action and the time of interpretation. 

 

 

 

Thematic implications of temporal succession 

 

- Moral ambiguity of time : Time does not heal; instead, it reveals 

the persistence and amplification of moral darkness. 

- Imperialism as time distortion : The European project claims a 
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linear trajectory of civilization, but the Congo experience disrupts 

that belief, showing how time can entangle wealth, power, and 

brutality. 

- Memory as ethical act : Recounting time becomes a way to test 

moral memory. The act of telling Marlow’s tale is itself a way to 

process, contest, and perhaps redeem or condemn the past. 

 

 


