
PG III 

CC 12 

Dr. Vandana Singh 

 

 Narrative Technique and Style of Conrad in Heart of Darkness   

 

Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness is renowned for its intricate 

narrative technique and distinctive stylistic choices.   

  1) Framing and multiple voices 

 

- Frame narrative: The novel is presented as a story recounted by 

Charles Marlow to an unnamed group of sailors aboard the Nellie 

on the Thames. This frame within a frame situates the tale as a 

remembered expedition, emphasizing storytelling as a means of 

making sense of experience. 

  - Quote: “The skeletons of the sea-monsters were still there” [Note: 

paraphrase; use exact frame opening lines if citing precisely from 

your edition]. More precisely, Marlow begins by signaling the act 

of memory and narration: the story is “a peculiar feeling, a sort 

of creeping, with [the] fear of the unknown” that he shares with 

listeners. 

- Testimony and reliability:  The narration is filtered through 

Marlow’s consciousness, which itself is mediated by his encounters 

with others (the Russian, the Company men, Kurtz’s reports). This 

produces a layered, often ironic distance between event and 

interpretation. 

  - Quote: “I perceived that I would never, in this world, be quite so 

free from fear as I was then.” (Paraphrase; locate exact line in 

your edition for precise quotation.) 

 

  2) Narrative distance and reliability 

 

- Unreliable narrator -Marlow’s recollection blends skepticism, 

fascination, and moral bewilderment. He questions the rhetoric of 

imperial power while paradoxically participating in the voyage 

up the Congo. 

  - Quote: “Your strength is just an accident arising from the 

weakness of others.” (Uses paraphrase; consult an edition for the 

canonical wording.) 

- Subjectivity as approach Conrad often foregrounds how 

perception shapes truth. The same scene can appear heroic, 

barbaric, or nihilistic depending on the momentary stance of the 
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narrator. 

 

 3) Language, diction, and style 

 

- Speech patterns: Conrad uses a formal, lean, sometimes hypnotic 

prose that mimics the cadence of travelogue and report but 

gradually seeped into a dreamlike, almost hypnotic rhythm as 

Marlow’s links to reality blur. 

  - Notable features include: irony, elliptical syntax, a penchant 

for proverbs, and a ceremonial or ritual cadence in descriptions. 

- Imagery and symbol:  The prose is saturated with imagery of 

darkness, light, wilderness, and the ineffable. The “heart of 

darkness” itself functions as a symbolic focal point—interpreted as 

a literal geographic interior and a psychological state. 

  - Quote: “The sea-reach of the Thames stretched upstream [...] 

like a waiting heart.” (Variant wording by edition; the sense is of 

the river as a human organ and a threshold into darkness.) 

- Sound and rhythm:  The prose often employs a musical, almost 

chantlike rhythm, with long sentences interspersed by abrupt, 

stark phrases that punctuate moments of realization or horror. 

 

 4) Symbolism and motifs 

 

- Darkness and light:  Darkness is both a physical condition of the 

Congo and a moral/psychological condition affecting characters. 

The contrast with light often reveals a brittle civilizational 

veneer. 

  - Quote: “The horror, the horror” — Kurtz’s final utterance 

(contextualizes the collapse of moral certitude and the 

allure/fear of absolute power). 

- Hydraulic and geographic imagery: Rivers symbolize journey, 

transformation, and the passage from civilization to the primal 

interior. 

- The wilderness as mirror:  The Congo functions as a mirror in 

which European pretensions are scrutinized, exposing the fragility 

and contingency of “civilized” behavior. 

 

  5) Ethical and epistemological concerns 
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-  Moral ambiguity: Conrad resists straightforward condemnation 

of imperialism; instead, he showcases ambiguity, making readers 

confront complicity, complicating a simple binary of savagery vs. 

civilization. 

  - Quote: “We live as we dream—alone.” (This line captures the 

solitary, inward focus that characterizes Marlow’s perception.) 

- Civilization versus savagery:  The distinction between “civilized” 

Europeans and “savages” becomes unstable as Kurtz’s charisma 

and the Company’s greed reveal a shared capacity for brutality. 

  - Quote: “The horror! The horror!” (Kurtz’s final exclamation, 

often cited as encapsulating the novel’s existential dread.) 

 

  6) Narrative technique: instance-by-instance observations 

 

- Journalistic reportage with literary flourishing:  Marlow 

narrates with the air of a correspondent recording events, yet his 

observations frequently slip into impressionistic, nearly visionary 

language. 

- Symbolic pacing:  The journey upstream accelerates toward a 

climactic revelation, then slows to reflect on memory and 

consequence. The pacing often mimics the physical struggle of the 

voyage itself. 

- Ambiguity through indirect discourse:  The text frequently 

presents indirect speech, leaving readers to infer motives and 

truth rather than being told outright. 

 

 7) Intertextual and philosophical resonances 

 

- Existential themes:  Questions about the meaning of civilization, 

the nature of power, and the possibility (or impossibility) of moral 

clarity. 

- **Philosophical echoes:** The narrative resonates with theories of 

colonialism, ethics, and phenomenology, inviting readers to 

consider how perception constructs reality. 


