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Joseph Conrad's  novel  Heart  of  Darkness1 was written more than a  century ago and was first 

published in 1899. In much the same way as in the novel, where Marlow could observe that the 

blank spots on the maps had been filled (HD 22), the world at the end of the 20th century had all but 

been explored. The 19th century was coming to an end and a “fin de siècle” depression was taking 

hold of people; a pessimistic mode that could also be seen mirrored in literature (Watt 161-62). The 

concept of nihilism gradually entered people's minds, even in their daily lives. It was a transition 

from a former sense of greatness to a mode of disenchantment (Watt 161). Heart of Darkness was 

also contemporary with an epoch of revolutionary advancement in the field of science. In the mid-

nineteenth century, for example, Darwin had put forth his unorthodox theories on evolution. Such 

revolutionary findings provided a new setting for existential musings. 

Still, this novel of Conrad's remains popular even today. What is the attraction behind its timeless 

notoriety? Seemingly, it is an adventure-story of a sailor who ventures to a remote outpost in the 

middle of the African jungle, in search of the renowned tradesman Mr Kurtz. Such moral murkiness 

as white man's greed and exploitation saturate the plot. Could this be the “darkness” that entitles the 

story; the dark history of the Europeans' endeavors on a foreign continent? Surely, this is a valid 

candidate by itself. Yet, Conrad was cunning enough to write about the “surface-truth” of things 

(HD 63), hinting at more being hidden beyond that which is apparent. Is there then some other 

sinister discovery to be made beneath the surface, some additional horror lurking in the depths of 

darkness?

Heart of Darkness is not unlike a riddle and much of its power to spellbind likely pertains to this 

trait. The very title of the novel contains an element of linguistic ambiguity; “heart” can either be 

interpreted as the center of some particular darkness, or it constitutes a container whose boundaries 

encapsulate  this  quality.  Darkness  is  then  either  without  or  within,  or  simultaneously  both. 

Similarly, there is superficial truth and underlying truth in the novel. “Truth” here refers to objective 

morality;  a moral code that is  not construed by man, but believed to be laid down either by a 

divinity or some cosmic, natural law. Whereas surface-truths are shallow and pertains to people's 

daily  dealings,  inner  truth  represents  idealistic  notions  as  “humanizing,  instructing  [and], 

improving” (HD 58).

Subsequently,  with religion  losing ground  to the  benefit  of  science  and with nihilistic  ideas 

influencing philosophy and literature, the tide began to turn from a belief in an objective foundation 

for  morality  to  a  suspicion  of  morality being  subjective  and  baseless.  Objective  morality was 

becoming a myth. A myth is a belief that is unfounded, but in a mythological world people feel safe 

and certain and they will therefore hold on to the myth with fervor (Tillich 51). A belief that is 

1 Further references to Heart of Darkness will be given parenthetically in the text preceded by the abbreviation HD.
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understood and accepted as unfounded yet still held on to, constitutes a “broken myth” (Tillich 50-

51).  The gaining ground of subjectivism was a daunting prospect for those who advocated a real 

existence of  moral  principles.  What  base  could  there  be  for  the righteousness  of  “humanizing, 

instructing [and], improving” (HD 58)? Heart of Darkness focuses much on whether there exists an 

objective morality, and if not – what meaning and motivation there is, if any, to support idealism.

Owing to its ambiguity, Heart of Darkness has received a wealth of interpretations over the years 

by various critics. Whereas the nature of darkness has been associated with nihilism on a number of 

occasions, fewer studies seem to expand on this issue to include its implications. This fact is also 

noted by Ian Watt, who points out that simply portraying the visions of such people as Conrad has 

attracted far more attention than the warnings their visions conveyed (167). Therefore, this study 

will attempt to bridge the interpretation of darkness (henceforth designated as Darkness, with a 

capital initial, to differentiate this specific quality in Conrad's novel from any other murkiness in 

general) with its far-reaching ramifications for mankind. 

In Conrad's  Heart of Darkness,  Darkness is the realization that there is no objective morality. 

Moreover,  the novel implies that  all  that  stands between people and the abyss of nihilism is  a 

broken myth. The nature of morality is essential to understanding  the novel, as is the concept of 

nihilism. Hence the first section will introduce some corresponding philosophical views on these 

subjects.  First,  an  overview  of  moral  realism  and  subjectivism  will  be  given,  followed  by 

Nietzsche's thoughts on nihilism. The second section will seek to analyze Darkness based on its 

various aspects in the novel and how the effects of nihilism give rise to this property. The third and 

final section will demonstrate the significance of the broken myth in the novel.
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Background

Moral Realism and Subjectivism

Central to Heart of Darkness is the concept of moral foundation, whether one exists or not. On this 

subject there are two relevant philosophical positions: moral realism and subjectivism. The two 

views, John Deigh argues, address the perennial question of whether ethical predicates are founded 

in real properties of an external world, or if these properties are the constructs of the human mind, 

based on thoughts and perceptions (288). The first  standpoint,  moral realism, holds that  ethical 

properties are real  and exist  independently of human perception (Deigh 288). If so,  there is  an 

objective foundation for morality. David O. Brink maintains that an objective foundation implies 

that moral realism is partly metaphysical by nature, and it contrasts with the philosophy of nihilism 

which denies the existence of moral facts and properties (588). The following definition of moral 

realism is presented by Deigh: “For moral realism, ethics is an objective discipline, a discipline that 

promises discovery and confirmation of objective truths” (288). Conversely,  moral subjectivism 

denies an objective existence of ethical properties, and regards such properties as projections of the 

mind (Deigh 288). To the subjectivist, moral principles depend on individual or social agreements. 

In this essay, the expression “moral realism” will be used interchangeably with objective morality 

and “moral subjectivism” will signify morality which lacks an objective foundation in the world.

Nietzsche and Nihilism

Nihilistic thoughts saturate Heart of Darkness and lend a shade of murky pessimism to the novel. 

To comprehend what makes Conrad's novel so dark and haunting, it  is necessary to have some 

understanding  of  nihilism.  Contemporary  with  Conrad,  Friedrich  Nietzsche  was  an  influential 

philosopher  and a  fore-figure  of  this  philosophical  viewpoint.  In The Will  to  Power,  he  wrote: 

“Nihilism stands at the door: whence comes this uncanniest of all guests?” (7). Those foreboding 

words were written in regard to the progressive disenchantment that he felt haunted Europe (The 

Will  to Power 3).  According to Nietzsche, nihilism is the result  that  follows when “the highest 

values devaluate themselves” (The Will to Power 9). An overwhelming sense of disappointment and 

discouragement takes hold as one discovers that there is no meaning, and that the search for such 

meaning has been in vain, Nietzsche avers (The Will to Power 12). Furthermore, man's existence is 

traditionally linked to some superior order of unity and cause, Nietzsche stresses, and any refutation 

of the latter is an implied negation of the former (The Will to Power 12). A realization that there is 
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no uniting whole, of which man is the center, results in a degradation, or devaluation, of man's 

position and sense of self.  Consequently, man will reject reality and avow faith in a true world 

beyond as a means of escape.  Finding this  ideal world to be a fabrication at last  results in the 

nihilistic resignation of living in an unendurable reality that cannot be denied (The Will to Power 

12-13). The effect of nihilism is that of advancing annihilation:

Disintegration characterizes this time, and thus uncertainty: nothing stands firmly on its feet 
or on a hard faith in itself; one lives for tomorrow, as the day after tomorrow is dubious. 
Everything on our way is slippery and dangerous, and the ice that still supports us has become 
thin: all of us feel the warm, uncanny breath of the thawing wind; where we still walk, soon 
no one will be able to walk. (The Will to Power 40)

This  passage  expresses  a  sentiment  of  unsettling  and  urgent  conditions.  The  notion  of  a  real 

foundation for a “hard faith” still lingers – the ice still offers support – but soon the “warm wind” of 

the full-blown realization that there is nothing to support religious or moral beliefs will obliterate 

former ideas. The eschatological implications are that  of peril  and uncertainty for the future of 

mankind.

What brought about nihilism in the 19th century? In his book  From Nietzsche to Wittgenstein, 

Glenn Martin suggests that the discouragement can be adhered to a shift from religion to a trust in 

natural science (12-15). Copernicus had shown that the planets orbited the sun and not the earth. 

The Copernican revolution had degraded man's position in the universe; the earth was no longer the 

center around which all other heavenly bodies revolved, not simply in the physical sense, but also 

from the  aspect  of  religious  and anthropocentric  significance.  The  earth,  and  man,  became an 

insignificant spec in the cosmic machinery. In The Genealogy of Morals, Nietzsche states: “Since 

Copernicus man seems to have fallen onto a steep plane–he rolls faster and faster away from the 

center–whither? [I]nto nothingness?” (113). Man's supreme and god-given position at the center of 

the cosmos had been exchanged for the hard vacuum of nothingness and this entailed a sense of 

pessimism and meaninglessness.

Consequently, if man's position had been thus challenged and lost, it followed that other beliefs 

might also be disputed. In The Gay Science, Nietzsche addresses this question, stating that “God is 

dead” (167). Later in the book, this proclamation is made by a “madman,” insightful enough to 

understand that man's prying into the fabric of nature has succeeded only in theocide (The  Gay 

Science 181). The loss is not foremost that of religious tradition, Nietzsche warns, but the very 

foundation of human values and spiritual complacency has been shaken and challenged (The Gay 

Science 181). As a result, the meaning of existence has been called into question  and Nietzsche 
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compares the upheaval of worldly perspectives to disorientation, vacancy and darkness:  “Is there 

still any up or down? Are we not straying as through an infinite nothing? Do we not feel the breath 

of empty space? […] Is not night continually closing in on us? Do we not need to light lanterns in 

the morning?” (The Gay Science 181). The idea of a “nothingness” or the vacuum of empty space 

replacing  former  beliefs  is  a  prominent  and  recurring  characteristic  in  Nietzsche's  works.  The 

approaching night and darkness in the aforementioned quote can be interpreted as the spiritual 

pauperism that followed in the wake of the religious disintegration.

However, if the advent of science and the Copernican revolution ushered in the birth of modern 

nihilism,  there  was  an  older  and  more  fundamental  cause  for  this  frame  of  mind.  Traditional 

Western values, springing from philosophy, established an ideal reality separated from phenomenal 

reality. This is what Martin terms “historical nihilism” and it dates back to early Christianity (22). 

Historical nihilism originated in the belief that the world as well as man were innately flawed by 

comparison to an ideal reality, resulting in a devaluation of this world (Martin 23). Modern nihilism 

also implies a devaluation of life, but rather than being based on a division between a real world and 

an ideal world, it is based on the notion that everything is meaningless and in vain now that the 

highest values have proven to be unfounded (Martin 23).

Which then are “the highest values” that according to Nietzsche lose their meaning and give rise 

to nihilism? The highest values are such virtues that humanity traditionally cherishes, and among 

them perhaps foremost the idea of “truth.” Truth, here, constitutes any belief that possesses a real 

existence independent of man. Scientific truth is, according to Nietzsche, no better than the truth 

advocated by religion (The Genealogy of Morals 107-113). Those who turn to religion or science in 

search  of  truth  deceive  themselves,  as  they are  not  strong and courageous enough to  face  the 

plainness of reality.  Instead, to preserve their state of happiness, they embrace a comforting lie 

(Martin 57-65). The latter stratagem is typical of cowardice, which “lies about reality and tries to 

flee  from it”  (Martin 61).  People who believe must possess stamina and resolution,  since faith 

involves a trial, although at the same time belief is an indication of the need of protective notions 

(Martin 57-65). This somewhat contradictory stance of Nietzsche's is expressed in his own words as 

follows: “How much one needs a faith in order to flourish, how much that is 'firm' and that one does 

not wish to be shaken because one clings to it, that is a measure of the degree of one's strength (or, 

to put the point more clearly, of one's weakness)” (The Gay Science 287, original emphases). Thus, 

judging from Nietzsche, a person of faith is simultaneously strong and weak. Strength is required to 

hold on to one's beliefs, especially in the face of doubt, yet it is a weakness of the mind not to 

accept reality for what it is. The process of devaluation did not cease with the dawn of science, but 

rather old “truths” came into focus and science made it possible to observe the world in detail. That 
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which is considered to be knowledge and beauty will disappear on closer inspection and be replaced 

by meaninglessness, Nietzsche holds (The Will to Power 326). This is because truth is superficial, 

and as a consequence “[e]verything is false! Everything is permitted!” (The Will to Power 326). 

Philosophy, along with science, continually push the envelope further, “forward into the abyss of 

nihilism,  into  what  seems  like  a  complete  groundlessness,  while  challenging  all  traditional 

groundings: value, purpose, meaning, truth” (Martin 42). Paradoxically, truth, being the highest of 

the traditional values, will ultimately overthrow all  traditional values, including itself,  since the 

quest for truth will lead to the realization that there is no truth at all (The Will to Power 10).

There is no truth, no facts, Nietzsche advocates, merely interpretations (The Will to Power 267). 

In the process, humanity struggles to adjust, yet our existence is becoming gradually eroded: “For 

the  values  that  animate  our  most  significant  activities  are  hollow  at  the  core;  they  are  an 

unconscious perpetuation of traditional values whose justification has been called into question” 

(Martin 37). How then, will man deal with the realization that there seems to be nothing to rely on 

and to strive for? The adjustment will be a hard and perilous one, Nietzsche avers, and warns that 

the challenge may pose a great risk to mankind, as is evident from his words in Beyond Good and 

Evil: “Anyone who fights with monsters should take care that he does not in the process become a 

monster.  And if  you gaze for long into an abyss,  the abyss  gazes  back into you” (68).  Martin 

describes Nietzsche's view of existence “like shimmering veils over an abyss, a frightening hole 

which one at long last learns not to look into but rather to remain at the surface. […] Yet even while 

remaining 'at the surface,' the feeling persisted that human life was hanging over the terrible abyss 

that  there is no truth” (Martin 89). The abyss is the realization that there is no external reality 

beyond the world, where truths, whether religious, moral, scientific or otherwise, will be affirmed. 

To some, confronting this aspect is beastly; it is a fight with monsters (Beyond Good and Evil 68), 

and one may do best not to seek such understanding, Nietzsche's words suggest. It is preferable in 

some regards to remain ignorant: “What is required [for well-being] is to stop courageously at the 

surface,”  Nietzsche  admonishes  (The  Gay  Science 38).  To  dig  deeper  into  reality  thus  risks 

unearthing a monstrous emptiness. 

Myths answer to the greatest human need, according to Nietzsche (Will to Power 451). Once the 

traditional values are gone, something else must fill the void in order for life to seem meaningful. 

There is a dilemma here: “at the heart of nihilism, is Nietzsche's 'metaphysical scepticism,' a vision 

of the human situation in which all meanings and all 'knowing' seem to hang over an abyss of 

meaninglessness and illusion” (Martin 75-76). While knowing that there is no truth, man must still 

accept interpretations so as to restore a spiritual dimension and thus create meaning out of the flux 

of existence, an informed self-deception. This is what Paul Tillich calls a “broken myth” (50-51). 
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Such a belief can lend meaning to existence, although a broken myth risks being unsatisfactory as 

its intrinsic value is not based on objective realism. Therefore, living in accordance with such a 

myth can be challenging to the realist.

Nevertheless, Nietzsche does not consider nihilism to be the final condition of the world, Martin 

argues (41).  A re-evaluation of life  will  follow, one that allows greater freedom and creativity, 

Nietzsche predicts: “At long last the horizon appears free to us again, even if it should not be bright 

[…] the sea; our sea, lies open again; perhaps there has never yet been such an 'open sea'” (The Gay 

Science 280, original emphasis).  Even in the event that  humanity will  prevail,  there is  still  the 

possibility that “the horizon” – the future that lies ahead – “should not be bright”. The imagery of 

darkness  is  clearly  linked  to  Nietzsche's  notion  of  nihilism.  However,  the  aim  for  mankind, 

Nietzsche intimates, should be to overcome this somber mode of being (Martin 116). In Thus Spoke 

Zarathustra, Nietzsche introduces the overman; a supreme being who is the aim of mankind, “the 

seed of their highest hope” (9). As overman, man is choosing his own destiny, creating valuation for 

himself: “The overman is the meaning of the earth. Let your will say: the overman  shall be the 

meaning of the earth” (Thus Spoke Zarathustra 6). What shall be is then ultimately a matter of will, 

not a property of an objective reality beyond this world, such as fate. Over time, Nietzsche's most 

developed notion of truth took the form of “artistic truth” or “Dionysian truth;” artistic truth creates 

new values and Dionysian truth embraces life with joy (Martin 144-52). These approaches differ 

from religion and morality and other traditional metaphysical approaches in that they do not devalue 

and negate life. According to Nietzsche, mankind is in the process of evolution, having barely left 

the animal kingdom yet progressing towards becoming the overman, and whereas the ordinary man 

is  starving  himself  spiritually,  the  overman  affirms  life  in  a  Dionysian  sense  (Thus  Spoke  

Zarathustra 6).  Nihilism constitutes the gap between traditional beliefs  and Dionysian truth,  an 

abyss that must be bridged  by a transformation of values. “Mankind is a rope fastened between 

animal and overman – a rope over an abyss. [The situation of mankind is a] dangerous crossing, a 

dangerous on-the-way, a dangerous looking back, a dangerous shuddering and standing still” (Thus 

Spoke Zarathustra 7).  Disposing of all traditional beliefs, man will find new meaning and values, 

such that affirm the transitoriness of the world and acknowledge truth as interpretation rather than 

fact. 

As mentioned above, Heart of Darkness was written at the end of the 19th century, during a time 

of change in science and philosophy. Nietzsche and his thoughts on nihilism coincided,  though 

hardly coincidentally, with the apocalyptic concern – the “fin de siècle” pessimism – in England and 

Europe  (Watt  161-62).  Such  compelling  and  dramatic  shifts  in  philosophy  are  likely  to  be 

influential in contemporary literature. Therefore, to understand what Darkness is, it is necessary to 
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relate  the  novel  to  the  philosophy  of  that  era.  As  Nietzsche  was  one  of  the  most  influential 

philosophers of the time, and since his concept of nihilism is in accord with the pessimism of the 

end of the century, I will analyze Heart of Darkness based on his thoughts on nihilism. Central to 

the belief in nihilism is the view that there is no truth, no objective foundation for morality (The 

Will to Power 451). Therefore, the notions of moral realism and subjectivism will also be at the 

heart of this analysis.
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The Quintessence of Darkness

Hollowness, Mortality, Falsity and Evil

Frequently throughout Heart of Darkness, Conrad's allegorical use of language offers insights into 

the nature of Darkness. Darkness is described in a variety of ways, accentuating different but related 

aspects of this enigmatic property. By analyzing the various aspects, Darkness can be more fully 

comprehended and some light can be shed on its elusive nature.

One aspect by which Darkness is affiliated is hollowness. The Manager at the Central Station at 

one time states that “[m]en who come out here should have no entrails” (HD 42). Seemingly praise 

for a healthy constitution and an ability to withstand tropical diseases, the remark also suggests a 

dimension of internal emptiness. Marlow, accordingly, muses “[p]erhaps there was nothing within 

him”  (HD 42),  and  Darkness  once  again  gathers  on  the  scene:  “He [the  Manager]  sealed  the 

utterance with that smile of his, as though it had been a door opening into a darkness he had in his 

keeping” (HD 42).  Both alluding to the internal making of a person's  character,  emptiness and 

Darkness are described as interchangeable characteristics, signifying a close connection between the 

two properties.

Emptiness as linked to Darkness is further personified in the central character, Mr Kurtz. At the 

center of Darkness,  this extraordinary person resides and the plot gradually darkens as Marlow 

draws closer to him. Maneuvering the steamboat up the river, they are “travelling in the night of 

first ages” (HD 62), and arriving at Kurtz's station, Marlow remarks that “never, never before, did 

this land, this river, this jungle, the very arch of this blazing sky, appear to me so hopeless and so 

dark” (HD 91). Furthermore, Marlow finds himself “transported into some lightless region of subtle 

horrors” as he begins to unearth the particular details concerning the affairs of Kurtz (HD 95). 

Darkness is therefore closely tied to Kurtz's character. Eroded by greed and gratification, the center 

of Kurtz's being has been worn down: “[the wilderness] echoed loudly within him because he was 

hollow at the core” (HD 95). There is a familiar ring in Conrad's words because they are paralleled 

in Martin's description of nihilism: “For the values that animate our most significant activities are 

hollow at the core; they are an 'unconscious' perpetuation of traditional values whose justification 

has been called into question” (Martin 37). Kurtz and the ideals he initially represents prove to be 

nothing but a “hollow sham” (HD 110). Therefore, the Darkness that surrounds Kurtz is associated 

with internal emptiness. Kurtz's spiritual  pauperism demonstrates the devaluation of the highest, 

traditional values that Nietzsche proclaimed would forego the realization that there is no truth (The 
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Will  to Power  267).  This is  what Kurtz discovers at  the final  moment on his deathbed, after  a 

lifetime of giving himself to various causes that in the end has left him restless and unfulfilled. He 

realizes that his values – all values – are hollow.

Evidence of emptiness as a critical aspect can further be found in the climax of the novel; the 

proclamation of the words “The horror! The horror!” (HD 112). Marlow says of Kurtz that “there 

was something wanting in him – some small matter which, when the pressing need arose, could not 

be found under his magnificent eloquence. [...] I think the knowledge came to him at last – only at 

the very last” (HD 95). This “something” that is wanting in Kurtz is the singleness of moral realism, 

and it is the understanding of this absence that induces Kurtz's exclamation on his deathbed. Leon F. 

Seltzer argues that: “It would seem in fact that it is Kurtz's own recognition of the absurdity of his 

fate, a fate making all acts permissible, that constitutes the meaning of his final cry” (47). Guetti 

likewise concludes that  “all  hearts  are  in  darkness;  the morality and meaning with which man 

surrounds himself and his experience is unreal” and “the 'horror' is that there is nothing to see” (61, 

66). Unlike Kurtz, Marlow is able to withdraw his hesitating foot and shield himself with surface-

truths again. This flight from reality is characteristic of the cowardliness of which Nietzsche speaks 

(Martin 57-65). Marlow is not strong and courageous enough to fully acknowledge that there is no 

truth. Yet he is burdened by his experience and insight, suggesting an understanding of subjectivism 

as the essence of reality.

Groundlessness for moral realism is illustrated as emptiness in Marlow's nighttime confrontation 

with Kurtz: “There was nothing either above or below him, and I knew it. He had kicked himself 

loose of the earth. Confound the man! [H]e had kicked the very earth to pieces. He was alone, and I 

before him did not know whether I stood on the ground or floated in the air” (HD 107). The passage 

can be compared to the disorientation, vacancy and darkness that Nietzsche predicted would be 

characteristic of nihilism: “Is there still any up or down? Are we not straying as through an infinite 

nothing? Do we not feel the breath of empty space? […] Is not night continually closing in on us? 

Do we not need to light lanterns in the morning?” (The Gay Science 181). Night in Nietzsche's 

metaphor can be regarded as a representation of spiritual darkness. The upheaval of lost valuations 

is the cause of disorientation and a sense of emptiness. Marlow's experience is very much similar; 

Kurtz has lost his footing and has become a singularity in a vast,  empty space,  to the point of 

affecting the people around him. It is Kurtz's thoughts, his ideas of subjectivism, that creates this 

effect.  Marlow has  begun to  understand that  there  is  no  foundation  for  morality,  thus  he feels 

himself pulled down into the same void as Kurtz before him.

 Furthermore,  a  palpable  correlation  between  Darkness  and  mortality  exists  in  Heart  of  

Darkness. There are many allusions to death, pointing to the significance of this feature. Kurtz, for 
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example, is described as “an animated image of death” (HD 97). The central character of the novel, 

this  depiction of Kurtz  is  noteworthy.  Also referred to  as  “that  Shadow,” his  being is  likewise 

associated with Darkness (HD 106). Death and Darkness thus have a common denominator. Long 

before their first encounter, Marlow learns about Kurtz being ill. The Russian lets Marlow know 

that Kurtz has suffered through two illnesses (HD 92) and is still “bad, very bad” (HD 94). As a 

result of these afflictions, his constitution is clearly marked: “His covering had fallen off, and his 

body emerged from it pitiful and appalling as from a winding-sheet. I could see the cage of his ribs 

all astir, the bones of his arm wavering” (HD 97). The illness is symbolic of some quality being 

defective in Kurtz's character. The winding-sheet, the prominent ribs and bones all illustrate death. 

This personification of sickness and mortality is found at the destination of the journey, at the “heart 

of darkness” (HD 62). Hence,  in addition to Kurtz being the character around which the novel 

revolves, his residence at the locational goal for the quest gives a structural relevance to death as a 

prominent feature. Albert J. Guerard proposes that there could be a connection between Darkness 

and physical death, pointing to the imagery of entombment and burial (47). An example of such 

imagery can be found in the following passage: 

I had turned to the wilderness really, not to Mr Kurtz, who, I was ready to admit, was as good 
as buried. And for a moment it seemed to me as if I also were buried in a vast grave full of 
unspeakable secrets. I felt an intolerable weight oppressing my breast, the smell of the damp 
earth, the unseen presence of victorious corruption, the darkness of an impenetrable night. 
(HD 101) 

The reference to moral murkiness aside, this vivid illustration of entombment is significant in the 

context of the many allusions to death in general in the novel. It involves both main characters and 

suggests that they share the same destiny, differing only in degree. The passage also demonstrates 

that Darkness and death are intimately connected. However, a literal interpretation of Darkness as 

the  passing  away of  the  body appears  somewhat  superficial.  It  is  an  all  too  familiar  fear  and 

therefore  simply another  surface-truth.  The  novel  makes  a  clear  distinction between superficial 

matters and underlying particulars, emphasizing the latter as the real condition of the world. For 

example, Marlow at one time reflects that “[t]he essentials of this affair lay deep under the surface, 

beyond my reach, and beyond my power of meddling” (HD 67). Given the emphasis on underlying 

matters in the novel, and since the soul is usually believed to be more deeply situated than the rest 

of the physical body, mortality in Heart of Darkness should foremost pertain to the inner regions of 

a person. Hence, the concept of death in Heart of Darkness is more likely to approach that which 

Roussel  touches  upon:  that  Darkness  “promises  not  paralysis,  but  complete  extinction”  (14). 

Paralysis corresponds to physical inability and inhibition, the loss of function in limbs, while still 
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allowing for a  free mind with fluid thoughts. Complete extinction, however, will extinguish all 

cognition. In other words, Darkness represents not carnal demise but spiritual obliteration.

Related to the passing away of the physical form, Darkness can be alluded to as a sinister secret, 

glimpsed at the last moment during the transition between life and death. On one occasion, Marlow 

is looking into the eyes of his dying helmsman and this has a profound effect on him. He witnesses 

the  “inquiring  glance”  in  the  helmsman's  eyes  turn  into  a  frown,  rendering  him a  “menacing 

expression” (HD 78, 78). The “taint of death” that Marlow so detests and wants to forget, may offer 

some explanation to the rather exaggerated act of him shedding his blood-soiled shoes by throwing 

them overboard after his helmsman is killed (HD 49). Suggesting that the meaning of the story is 

obscure and hard to get at, there is sometimes “a flash of insight” (HD 67). Whatever revealed itself 

during the helmsman's brief passage from life to death was sinister, causing the change of facial 

expression from curiosity to concern. The effect on Marlow as a witness is likewise disconcerting, 

as  evident  by his  desperate  ritual  of  riddance.  It  suggests  that  Marlow has  seen  a  glimpse  of 

something uncanny or he has had a troubling flash of realization.  Furthermore,  the helmsman's 

darkening facial expression can be paralleled with Kurtz's infamous last words. Both demonstrate – 

one visually, the other orally – disquietude at their last living moment. If these brief moments offer 

some ultimate insight of the nature of reality, the revelation is unsettling.

Akin  to  mortality,  sleep  and  dreams  are  also  connected  to  Darkness  in  the  novel.  Guerard 

describes Darkness as “passivity, paralysis, immobilization,” where apathy is a greater horror than 

the loss of civilized conduct through temptation and passions (47). This passivity is the opposite of 

blissfully distracting work and can be likened to sleep. Kurtz, the shadowy image of death, who is 

embracing his fate, is referred to as “an enchanted princess sleeping in a fabulous castle” whereas 

Marlow, resisting the Darkness,  has  but  a  “choice of  nightmares” (HD 72,  101).  Marlow, who 

struggles to affirm morality, is tormented while Kurtz is seemingly at peace. The ornamental heads 

on the poles surrounding Kurtz's hut are seen wearing a smile in their “eternal slumber,” apparently 

placid as well (HD 94). Also, the fallen carriers in harness that Marlow sees occasionally on his way 

to the Central Station are likewise “at rest” in the grass, freed from their burdens and troubles (HD 

39). From the choice of words in these situations, such as “slumber” and “rest,” it is evident that 

sleep is a quality associated with death.  Its minor counterpart,  sleep and the passivity it  entails 

closely resembles the apathy which Nietzsche associated with nihilism and which he argued should 

be fought (The Genealogy of Morals 114-15). Resisting, Marlow comes closer to fend off nihilism 

than does Kurtz. Kurtz is after all destroyed in the end. For Marlow, his situation continues to be the 

“nightmare of [his] choice” (HD 104). Because he does not succeed in overcoming nihilism, his 

experience is perpetually a bad dream.
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Another key to understanding Darkness in Heart of Darkness is Marlow's profound contempt for 

lies, for falsity: “There is a taint of death, a flavour of mortality in lies, – which is exactly what I 

hate and detest in the world – what I want to forget. It makes me miserable and sick, like biting into 

something rotten would do” (HD 49-50). The association to death suggests that something essential 

is lost whenever a lie is told. As Marlow pays his visit to the Intended, Kurtz's fiancée, at the end of 

the novel,  he finds himself  unable to tell  the truth about Kurtz.  A truthful rendering of Kurtz's 

character would taint the memory of her beloved and, more importantly, shatter her notion of the 

world. Conrad's use of language portrays Marlow's internal strain under the weight of holding back 

the truth about Kurtz. His visitation is rendered by such descriptions as “[t]he dusk was falling,” 

“[t]he room seemed to have grown darker” and “[t]he darkness deepened” (HD 118, 119, 120). 

Darkness thus gathers and becomes dense in the proximity of lies. 

In order to comprehend why lies are so odious to Marlow and associated with Darkness in Heart  

of Darkness, it is crucial to understand the central concept of “an idea.” There are several references 

to this expression in the novel: What redeems colonization, Marlow explains, is “[a]n idea at the 

back of it” (HD 20). Marlow later declares that The Eldorado Expedition – the band of white men 

who raid the country for treasure – have “no more moral purpose at the back of it than there is in 

burglars breaking into a safe” (HD 55). By comparing these two examples, it becomes evident that 

“[a]n idea” is equivalent to a “moral purpose.” What, then, is the nature of this moral purpose? It is 

the eloquence of Kurtz's words that first attracts Marlow: “Each station should be like a beacon on 

the road towards better things, a centre for trade of course, but also for humanising, improving 

[and], instructing” (HD 58). It is not a coincidence that the stations should be likened to beacons, 

man-made constructs providing light for guidance in the night. Such philanthropic idealism is the 

antithesis  of  Darkness.  The  idea,  this  moral  purpose,  is  not  a  superficial  quality,  according  to 

Marlow, who proclaims: “Principles? Principles won't do. Acquisitions, clothes, pretty rags – rags 

that would fly off at the first good shake. No; you want a deliberate belief” (HD 63). This belief is a 

trust  in  moral  realism.  Just  as  moral  realism  is  a  “discipline  that  promises  discovery  and 

confirmation of objective truths” (Deigh 228), Marlow's journey is a quest to find affirmation for an 

objective morality. Marlow's search for truth, his obsession to explore the very heart of Darkness at 

any cost, including his personal well-being, is similar to the infatuation with truth as presented by 

Nietzsche  (The  Genealogy  of  Morals 109).  The  endeavor  is,  however,  doomed  to  fail  from 

Nietzsche's perspective, as there is no truth at the heart of existence (The Will to Power 267 ). The 

search for such meaning will be in vain, resulting in disappointment and discouragement (The Will  

to  Power 12).  This  effect  is  clearly  seen  in  Marlow,  who  returns  to  Europe  a  changed  man, 

disenchanted and with the attitude of imminent doom hanging over him and all people.



14

 Marlow's aversion for lies springs from the apprehension that there is no ground for a moral 

purpose. It is the following sentiment, as expressed by Miller, that Marlow finds disturbing: “A 

fixed standard of conduct is not a sovereign power enthroned above man. It is his own creation. A 

man obeying an ethical code is trying to lift himself by his own bootstraps, and by bootstraps which 

have only an imaginary existence” (Miller 18). By extrapolating the single lie to encompass all 

human  fabrications,  in  other  words  the  construct  that  is  civilization,  it  is  suggested  that  what 

Marlow truly hates and detests is in fact the transparency of human ideals. Miller concludes that 

“[t]he human world is a lie. All human ideals, even the ideal of fidelity, are lies. They are lies in the 

sense that they are human fabrications. They derive from man himself and are supported by nothing 

outside him” (17). Marlow's obsessive quest for truth is doomed to end in nihilism, Nietzsche would 

have  foreseen:  “The  deeper  one  looks,  the  more  our  valuations  disappear  –  meaninglessness 

approaches!” (The Will to Power 326). The message in Conrad's novel seems to be that too close an 

examination of existence risks being a demoralizing and disheartening experience. Because Marlow 

holds the moral purpose in such high esteem, finding human ideals false will result in a devaluation 

of meaning. The moral purpose is the highest value for Marlow and so when “the highest values 

devaluate  themselves”  as  Nietzsche  argues,  nihilism  will  follow  (The  Will  to  Power 9).  This 

consequence is the cause of Marlow's pessimism at the end of his journey.

The trait of falsity is also connected to Kurtz's character. Originally, Kurtz was an idealist: he had 

once been entrusted by the Society of the Suppression of Savage Customs to write a report that 

would serve as future guidance on the subject (HD 83). However, in the absence of his familiar 

European society, and under the influence of conceptual solitude, he comes to abandon his ideals. In 

stark  contrast  to  the  nobility  of  the  original  report,  the  postscript  of  the  pamphlet  reads: 

“Exterminate all the brutes!” (84). Nowhere is the discrepancy between the man who has partaken 

in  “unspeakable  rites”  and his  image  as  an  idealist  greater  than  when  his  Intended  reverently 

declares that “his goodness showed in every act” (HD 83, 122). Erroneous and unfounded, her 

statement becomes ludicrous and empty, as it fails to describe the Kurtz that Marlow has come to 

know. Her image of Kurtz is altogether false from Marlow's perspective. 

There are also distinct references to evil in Heart of Darkness. Darkness and evil are entwined 

properties  as  is  evident  from the  description  of  the  land,  when Marlow observes  the  Manager 

addressing an appeal “to the lurking death, to the hidden evil, to the profound darkness of its heart” 

(HD 58). However, such use of language is more likely to be figurative rather than literal. Like 

Tony Tanner argues: “the greatest fear is not that the meaning of life might be evil but that there 

might be absolutely no meaning at all to be found” (136). Evil is secondary to hollowness in that it 

is a reaction to it. Guerard captures this perplexity of evil versus emptiness fully as he notes that: 
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“Perhaps the chief contradiction of 'Heart of Darkness' is that it suggests and dramatizes evil as an 

active energy (Kurtz and his unspeakable lusts) but defines evil as vacancy” (37). Or rather, it is this 

vacancy that is vicious and contemptuous to Marlow who expects to encounter “a moral purpose” at 

the back of existence (HD 55). The atmosphere of evil serves to demonstrate appall and objection to 

this vacancy. This evil is reminiscent of Nietzsche's “uncanniest of all guests” standing at the door, 

referring to nihilism (The Will to Power 7). Something unpleasant, even beastly, is imminent and 

ready to spring on mankind, Nietzsche's words suggest.

A fusion of vileness and emptiness can be observed in The Brickmaker. An elucidating allegory 

of falsity, this man is described as a “papier-mâché Mephistopheles” (HD 48), with “nothing inside 

but a little loose dirt” (HD 48). The connection to evil is evident in that Mephistopheles is also the 

name of the diabolic agent of Lucifer in Goethe's Faust (HD Notes 135). Although the Brickmaker's 

function at the Station is to produce bricks, the very symbol of construction and the building blocks 

of civilization, there is not a single brick to be found (HD 45). The Brickmaker is merely engaged in 

plotting the advancement of his career (HD 46). 

There is a potent imagery in Heart of Darkness that links Darkness with hollowness, mortality, 

falsity and evil. These representations present different aspects of the same concept, much like the 

faces of a facet. The novel suggests that these aspects are all negations of objective truth, where 

truth is equivalent with a real foundation for morality. Falsity is the most explicit negation as it is 

the direct contradiction of truth. Since truth is apprehended, its absence can be considered to be a 

vacancy, a hollowness. Furthermore, as objective truth is idealized in the novel, falsity is abhorred 

and therefore associated with evil. Mortality, in turn, carries the connotation of annihilation and 

non-existence,  reflecting  the  destruction  and  absence  of  objective  truth.  The  different 

representations for Darkness serve to bring it out by means of kindred perspectives, like a facet is 

the sum of its angular sides. Each aspect is intricate and rich in detail; mortality, for instance, is 

associated with sleep and apathy. These representations are symbols of spiritual impairment and 

destruction.  What  is  being destroyed is  the idea of  a  moral  purpose,  the belief  in  an objective 

foundation for morality. 

Darkness as a Consequence of Nihilism

In addition to viewing its various aspects, the property of Darkness can also be elucidated by means 

of its effects. When the highest values devaluate themselves nihilism will follow, Nietzsche argues 

(The Will  to  Power 9).  Since  objective  morality  is  regarded  as  the  highest  value  in  Heart  of 

Darkness, effects of nihilism are likewise present. Existential meaninglessness in the novel will 

serve to demonstrate a cause for Darkness.
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The novel's disquietude does not owe to the moral fall of a single individual, Mr Kurtz. The 

implication is much wider and leaves no man unaffected, as is implied by Conrad's novel. In an 

attempt to account for Kurtz's actions, Marlow at first suggests that any man who is not “too much 

of a fool to go wrong – too dull even to know you are being assaulted by the powers of darkness” 

(HD 82) or “such a thunderingly exalted creature as to be altogether deaf and blind to anything but 

heavenly sights and sounds” (HD 82) can slip as a consequence of the burdens and temptations he 

may encounter in this world, being “contaminated” (HD 82) by the stench of “dead hippo” (HD 82) 

so to speak. James Guetti makes a significant observation of Kurtz's character, pointing to a passage 

in which Marlow has a conversation with a former journalist. The journalist concedes that Kurtz 

“would have been a splendid leader of an extreme party” (HD 116).  When Marlow then asks: 

“What party?” (HD 116), the journalist answers: “Any party” (HD 116). This answer has profound 

implications; Kurtz is a catalyst of any medium, he is passionate about anything he believes in, but 

as Guetti remarks, he does not pledge himself to one sole ideal but is able to adhere to any creed. In 

a letter to Cunninghame Graham, Conrad gives the following downtrodden remark: ”Faith is a myth 

and  beliefs  shift  like  mists  on  the  shore”  (Watts  65).  An  utterance  of  bitterness  over  moral 

subjetivism,  this  sentiment  is  paralleled  and  seconded  by  Marlow  in  the  novel:  “beliefs,”  he 

remarks, “are less than chaffs in a breeze” (HD 71). His flexible fidelity for various causes does not 

afford fulfillment for Kurtz, but dilutes the inner strength of his person. There is not one truth, one 

ideal, one moral, no beckoning “singleness of intention” Conrad seems to argue, but anything is 

permissible (HD 65). Here a future akin to the one proclaimed by Nietzsche is glimpsed; a world 

where the highest values have been devaluated and replaced by subjectivism and interpretation. 

Nietzsche's  words:  “Everything  is  false!  Everything  is  permitted!”  readily  illustrate  the  moral 

dynamics of Heart of Darkness (The Will to Power 326). Had he possessed but one belief, and had 

given in to temptation, Kurtz would have been the fallen man. However, Kurtz is already subjective 

in his faith, empty in the sense of maintaining a single intention. Objective truth must be singular by 

nature; for each matter, there can only be one  true approach and for each question there can only be 

one correct answer. Kurtz's many beliefs sometimes contradict themselves, as in the aforementioned 

case of his attitude towards the natives in his report. The single, moral purpose of the philanthropist 

that once attracted Marlow proved non-existent, which is the reason Marlow regards Kurtz to be 

false. The notion of objective truth is never mentioned directly in the novel. Rather, it is as elusive 

and implied as the meaning of one of Marlow's stories: “to him the meaning of an episode was not 

inside like a kernel but outside, enveloping the tale which brought it out only as a glow brings out a 

haze, in the likeness of one of those misty halos that sometimes are made visible by the spectral 

illumination  of  moonshine”  (HD 18).  In  the  likeness  of  Marlow's  stories,  Kurtz  represents  a 
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threatening  moral  subjectivism that  encompasses  and  envelopes  humanity.  Kurtz's  fate  can  be 

regarded as the incarnation of Nietzsche's admonitions that mankind is in danger of being overcome 

by nihilism; that by gazing for long into the abyss, the abyss will gaze back into man (Beyond Good 

and Evil 68). Penetrating the Darkness and seeking out its essence, both Kurtz and Marlow are 

gazing into the abyss of nihilism. Marlow recalls that Kurtz's soul had “looked within itself” and 

“gone mad” and that he himself had “to go through the ordeal of looking into it” (HD 107). As such, 

Kurtz's death is a foreboding of the fate of humanity. 

Nevertheless, Kurtz comes close to being the overman that Nietzsche professed would be the 

transverse of nihilism (Thus Spoke Zarathustra 9). The lack of  “restraint in the gratification of his 

various lusts” (HD 95), gives to Kurtz a Dionysian aspect, which is also typical of the overman who 

is  the  opposite  of  the  “gaunt,  gastly  and  starved”  human  beings  preceding  him  (Thus  Spoke  

Zarathustra 6). Kurtz's  subjectivism has freed him of moral constraints. Religion has no hold on 

him either, as Marlow remarks: “I could not appeal to anything high or low” (HD 107). Such a man, 

who would challenge familiar values, is “beyond good and evil,” Nietzsche argues (Beyond Good 

and Evil 7).  In moving from cause to cause, without any fixed and cemented faith in anything 

particular,  Kurtz  is  continuously creating  new values  for  himself.  Kurtz  does  not  ponder  over 

existence, he is engrossed in whatever affair that moves him at the moment, whether he is writing a 

pamphlet, painting, creating music or raiding the country for ivory and treasure. Thus, he affirms 

life in the Dionysian way of the overman. In the same way that humans regard apes to be primitive, 

so do humans appear to overman, Nietzsche avers, and “human is still  more ape than any ape” 

(Thus Spoke Zarathustra 6).  All the while, to overcome nihilism, man must cross this abyss of 

existential meaninglessness in the likeness of a tightrope walker (Thus Spoke Zarathustra 7). These 

notions are echoed in Heart of Darkness when Marlow contemplates the essence of reality: “I felt 

often its  mysterious stillness watching me at  my monkey tricks, just  as it  watches you fellows 

performing on your  respective tight-ropes” (HD 60).  It  is  the ever-present prospect of nihilism 

lurking just beyond the scope of everyday activities, metaphorically observing the progress of man. 

Kurtz, however, does not succeed in bridging the void of nihilism. In the end, he reverts to the 

notions of morality, passes judgment upon his actions and plunges into the abyss. Marlow “looked 

at him as you peer down at a man who is lying at the bottom of a precipice where the sun never 

shines” (HD 111). In this simile, it  is evident that  Kurtz is far beyond reach and Darkness has 

overcome him. Even the choice of language is congruous with the conceptual likeness of falling 

down into the depths of nothingness, a nihilistic abyss. 

Religious valuations had begun to disintegrate since the time of Copernicus and in the wake 

emptiness and nihilism followed , according to Nietzsche (The Genealogy of Morals 113). Although 



18

there are very few direct, religious references in Heart of Darkness, there is at the end of the novel 

one rather inconspicuous example of the theocide of which Nietzsche speaks (The Gay Science 

181). Given Marlow's aversion for lies, the act of lying is a violation of his principles, nearly sinful 

by his own standards, as is also evident by his rising agitation during his conversation with Kurtz's 

fiancée. His lie is the last attempt at appealing to an objective moral foundation; in the end, Marlow 

is  holding  out  for  divine  intervention,  apprehending  a  punishment  to  his  willful  deception. 

However, his lie passes uncorrected and unnoticed, and he remarks cynically that “[t]he heavens do 

not fall for such a trifle” (HD 123). The remark may seem trivial, but lying is no trifle for Marlow. 

If ever there was cause for unearthly admonitions it would follow on Marlow's moral transgression, 

the novel suggests. That it does not, demonstrates the non-existence of God – or rather how the 

theocide has come to pass – and consequently any moral foundation based on religion is disproved. 

In  addition,  the  ironic  remark  that  the  Brickmaker  is  perhaps  waiting  for  “[a]n  act  of  special 

creation” (HD 45) illuminates not only the impotence of this character but also evokes Nietzsche's 

proclamation that “God is dead” (The Gay Science 167). Just as no straw will be divinely supplied 

to enable the production of bricks, so it is futile to put faith in religion for the existence of a moral 

foundation.

 In  Heart of Darkness, a nihilistic view based on a  scientific foundation of the world can be 

recognized. Just prior to Marlow's enrollment, he encounters two women who are posted by the 

entrance of the Company's offices, knitting black wool and “guarding the door of Darkness” (HD 

26). The young woman approaches Marlow without taking her eyes off her work, analogous to the 

lack of foresight of a cosmic machinery, whereas the old woman scrutinizes him “with unconcerned 

eyes,” in parallel to its want of conscience and heart (HD 24, 26). There is a cynical undertone to 

this metaphor, and in connection to it there is also a sense of helplessness; the process of creation is 

blind and heartless and man is abandoned in a mechanical universe. A cosmic knitting-machine 

could not be more unlike a meticulously creating divinity, where man is the centerpiece of a master 

plan. The consequences of the theocide of which Nietzsche espied as the augury of the nihilistic era 

can be discerned in this vision. In a mechanical cosmos, man is a victim; a significant devaluation 

of  man's  spiritual  position  since  the  pre-Copernican  time.  Like  an  unstoppable  juggernaut,  the 

oblivious cosmic machinery relentlessly pours forth hapless creations. Man is powerless before the 

process. 

The  meaninglessness  of  existence  is  further  illustrated  in  the  novel  in  the  form of  societal 

atrophy and transitoriness. When Marlow finds himself in a European city, the streets are deserted 

and  grass  is  sprouting  between  the  stones  (HD 24).  The  parallel  between  the  grass  sprouting 

between  the  stones  in  the  city  and the  grass  growing through  the  ribs  of  Fresleven,  Marlow's 
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predecessor, attaches the concept of death to the place (HD 24). Originally “the gentlest, quietest 

creature that ever walked on two legs,” Fresleven is killed while brutally assaulting an old man (HD 

23). The virtues he once possessed prove false or lost, and recalling the parallel, it is suggested that 

the same is true for the city in Europe. Philanthropic ideals of Western civilization are a “pretense,” 

the  novel  suggests  (HD 114).  Furthermore,  the  streets  in  the  city  rest  in  “deep  shadow,”  an 

expression suggesting that the location holds a connection to Darkness (HD 24). Marlow remarks 

that the city “always makes me think of a whited sepulchre” (HD 24).  Here is  a link between 

societal  senescence and moral  atrophy;  originally biblical,  the expression “whited sepulchre” is 

found in the Book of Matthew 23:272. The European city is in a state of decline since its objective 

morality is false, not foremost in the sense of being untrue, but in the sense of being unfounded. 

Nietzsche  foresaw such  social  decadence  as  a  consequence  of  nihilism,  yet  he  considered  the 

condition  to  be  transitory  and  a  phase  of  progress  (The  Will  to  Power 24-25).  Conversely,  a 

flourishing civilization is metaphorically represented as a source of light in the novel. As Marlow 

sets out for his journey, traveling down the Themes, the city of London is seen marked in the sky as 

a gloomy reflection (HD 18). Travelers before him followed the same path, bearing “the torch” and 

“a spark from the sacred fire” (HD 72). Yet, in the novel, the threat that the light of civilization will 

be extinguished persists; the dark air is “brooding” over London (HD 15). Darkness is abiding at 

arm's length. The threatening Darkness is a symbol for the transitoriness of civilization. 

Another  source  of  nihilism  in  Heart  of  Darkness,  pertaining  to  transitoriness  of  human 

civilization, is the uneven contest between man and nature. There is a plethora of examples in the 

novel that illustrate how futile and pitiful human constructions appear against the immense and 

corrosive power of nature. One of the most memorable examples is the French man-of -war:

Her ensign dropped limp like a rag; the muzzles of the long eight-inch guns stuck out all over 
the low hull; the greasy, slimy swell swung her up lazily and let her down, swaying her thin 
masts.  In the empty immensity of earth, sky,  and water, there she was, incomprehensible, 
firing into a continent. Pop, would go one of the eight-inch guns; a small flame would dart 
and vanish, a little white smoke would disappear, a tiny projectile would give a feeble screech 
–  and  nothing  happened.  Nothing  could  happen.  There  was  a  touch  of  insanity  in  the 
proceeding, a sense of lugubrious drollery in the sight. (HD 30-31)

The whole situation is burdened with a sense of ludicrousness and hopelessness. As Watt points out, 

the language reflects this in the use of words such as “limp,” “pop” and “feeble” (219). Against the 

vastness of the continent that represents the stronghold of Darkness, acts of conquest and resistance 

2 “Woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for ye are like unto whited sepulchres, which indeed appear 

beautiful outward, but are within full of dead men's bones, and of all uncleanness” (Cited in HD Notes 130).
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fall  short.  Such  endeavors  are  full  of  “drollery”  and  sooner  or  later,  nature  will  reclaim  its 

dominion; it is simply a matter of time.“We live in the flicker,” Marlow remarks, indicating modern 

civilization,  “[b]ut  darkness  was  here yesterday”  (HD 19).  On the cosmic timescale,  when the 

flicker is over, Darkness will be here again tomorrow. This evanescence is also epitomized in the 

following situation: ”I came upon a boiler wallowing in the grass, then found a path leading up the 

hill. It turned aside for the boulders, and also for an undersized railway-truck lying there on its back 

with its wheels in the air. One was off. The thing looked as dead as the carcass of some animal” 

(HD 32). The passage depicts the artifacts as capitulated creatures; the boiler is “wallowing” in the 

grass, suggesting clumsy and dubious progress, whereas the railway-truck has its “wheels in the 

air,” in the likeness of innocuous limbs. The effect is an illustration of pitiful decay, an analogy of 

how easily man-made creations are destroyed when introduced into an undeveloped environment. 

Nature, as is evident from this example, is far more powerful than man's trivial attempts at shaping 

the world. The needless clearing of rock for the railway and leaking pail are other passages in the 

novel that highlight the futility of human endeavors for sake of progress (HD 32, 44). In the first 

example, a rock is being blasted for no apparent reason and there is not even a change on the face of 

the cliff (HD 32). Apart from the sense of meaninglessness to the proceeding, nature once again 

stands unmarked and triumphant. In the second example, a grass shed is consumed by fire (HD 44). 

There is only a broken pail at hand, and the amount of water gathered hopelessly falls short of 

putting out the conflagration. Human structures and efforts are no match against nature, the novel 

thus  implies.  The  sense  of  hopelessness  and  futility  may  also  give  rise  to  a  feeling  of 

meaninglessness. 

Nietzsche's philosophical view of nihilism, with its presumption that everything is meaningless, 

filters  through  Heart  of  Darkness.  The experience  of  nihilism is  due to  the devaluation of  the 

highest values, as the novel throughout demonstrates a disproof of objective reality and in so, a real 

foundation for a moral purpose. The prospect of moral groundlessness is metaphorically illustrated 

as Darkness.
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The Broken Myth

Facing  Darkness,  a  person “must  meet  that  truth  with  his  own true  stuff”  (HD 63),  the  novel 

advocates, meaning that one must come equipped with a “moral purpose” (HD 55). Such a purpose 

is something a person can “bow down before, and offer a sacrifice to” (HD 20). At the critical 

moment where Marlow must decide whether to lie or to tell the truth to the Intended, he bows 

“before the faith that was in her, before that great and saving illusion that shone with an unearthly 

glow in the darkness” (HD 121). At this point, he has come to the realization that her faith is only 

an “illusion,” yet he accepts this effigy as an informed self-deception and therefore bows before it 

and is even willing to resort to lying as an act of sacrifice. Although Marlow is surrendering his 

principles by lying, he in some sense remains faithful to a moral purpose. The act of telling a lie is 

still a sacrifice for a higher cause. Ideally, this cause would be moral realism, but in its absence an 

illusion is accepted. Tillich expounds on such self-deception by comparing it to a myth and explains 

that “[a] myth which is understood as a myth, but not removed or replaced, can be called a 'broken 

myth'” (50-51). According to Martin, Nietzsche also holds that myths are essential for people and 

society: “The meaning, the focus, the unity, and the direction of any human culture all require myth, 

for myths (including all traditional religions) are 'standards of value, criteria'” (71). The broken 

myth is able to dispel the Darkness somewhat, the illusion giving off an “unearthly glow” in the 

otherwise dark room (HD 121). Marlow cannot stand the alternative of complete Darkness, as the 

following passage illustrates: “There was a lamp in there – light, don't you know – and outside it 

was so beastly, beastly dark” (HD 112). It is “beastly” dark, since Marlow, in his view, is fighting 

the monstrosity of  subjectivism. Marlow cannot bring himself  to leave the room with the only 

source of light. Equivalently, he is unable to face a reality completely devoid of moral purpose, and 

will cling to the broken myth as a last, if unsatisfactory, principle.

The lie which Marlow tells Kurtz's fiancée is the clearest example in the novel of how a broken 

myth is able to save a person from the abyss of nihilism. The passage is set to illustrate the danger 

of the situation;  Darkness  is  entering the house together  with Marlow, “invading” the ordinary 

dwelling  (HD 117),  and  the  woman's  black  dress  of  mourning  is  like  a  darkness  symbolically 

devouring her form, leaving only the head, the residence of thoughts, untouched (HD  118). It is 

Marlow's own thoughts, his experience and insight that introduce the possibility of nihilism, yet 

Darkness must be kept back for the sake of this woman's soul (HD 118). Eluding the truth about 

Kurtz  throughout  the  conversation  and finally  lying  about  his  last,  fateful  words  –  word's  “so 

withering to one's belief in mankind” – Marlow succeeds in affirming her belief, keeping her safely 



22

“out of touch with truth” (HD 107, 28). It is exposure to subjectivism that Marlow is intent on 

keeping her from. The myth, however, is broken only to Marlow. He alone knows the truth about 

Kurtz, but he refrains from his steadfast attitude toward objectivism. Understanding and accepting 

Kurtz's  subjectivism – and its  more far-reaching implications – Marlow's belief  in an objective 

reality becomes a broken myth for him. Indirectly, though, this myth is the salvation for Kurtz's 

Intended.

Moral principles created by man, and recognized as such, are, if not ideal, still  preferable to 

moral groundlessness, the novel suggests. Watt states that “since no faith can be had which will 

move mountains, the faith which ignores them had better be cherished” (248). Although a broken 

myth is intrinsically flawed, it  is after  all “something to have at  least  a choice of nightmares,” 

Marlow points out (HD 101). Here, an alternative to chaos and despair is presented – belief appears 

in the intermediary between man and the abyss of nihilism. Nietzsche maintains that all myths, even 

broken myths, are lies, yet the latter are creations of a skilled artist, Martin argues (144-52). Man 

must  be  a  liar  by nature,  and  above all  an  artist,  Nietzsche  claims,  and  metaphysics,  religion, 

morality and science have all served as deceptions to escape the truth of nihilism (The Will  to  

Power 451, 453). When Marlow lies to the Intended, he is creating valuation instead of relying on 

an objective morality. His benevolent make-belief combats the Darkness and his lie protects her 

from a knowledge that would be “too dark altogether” (HD 123). To achieve this end, Marlow in the 

form of an artist creates a lie, a broken myth. Nietzsche argues that such actions would evolve from 

nihilism, which is after all in his opinion “a pathological transitional stage” (The Will to Power 14). 

Nihilism must be fought, Nietzsche holds, and man has the capacity to do that: “for what purpose 

did Nature give me my foot? – To kick […] and not merely to run away!” (The Genealogy of  

Morals 114-15). Marlow, at first, withdraws his foot and runs away (HD 113) but delivers as a 

myth-maker in the end (HD 123).

Work can function as a  broken myth,  to  render  meaning and fulfillment  to  existence.  From 

Marlow's point of view, work is imperfect as it is part of the “incidents of the surface” (HD 60), yet 

it saves a person from “creepy thoughts” (HD 64), thoughts such as nihilistic musings. Work creates 

an illusion of worth and progress: “I had to watch the steering, and circumvent those snags, and get 

the tin-pot along by hook or by crook. There was surface-truths in these things to save a wiser man” 

(HD 63). Work, then, is still nothing but a surface-truth; a blissfully distracting activity that will 

conceal the true nature of reality: “When you have to attend to things of that sort,  to the mere 

incidents of the surface, the reality – the reality, I tell you – fades. The inner truth is hidden” (HD 

60). The book on seamanship is another example of a saving illusion. Its efficient description of 

work grants it “a singleness of intention,” a highly valued quality in the novel (HD 65). Also, it 
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provides a means for escapism from the reality of the fearful and threatening surroundings. By 

focusing on superficial endeavors, and restraining from contemplation and the pursuit of truth, the 

subjectivity of reality can be forgotten. This viewpoint is similar to Nietzsche's belief that it is wise 

to stop at the surface of things and not press further in search of a more profound existence (The 

Gay Science 38). 

Society and its ordered life is yet another myth, with its “assurance of perfect safety” (HD 114). 

People are engaged in their everyday business, occupying themselves by earning money, eating and 

drinking. However, although shallow, such activities seem to lend a certain meaning to life and 

defer people from existential troubling, the moral of the novel implies. To Marlow, who suffers 

from the effects of the broken myth at the return of his voyage, social constructs appear ridiculous 

and false. Therefore, he considers people's activities to be little more than “folly in the face of a 

danger it  is unable to comprehend” (HD 114). The danger is the nihilistic abyss underneath the 

surface of the construct of society. 

In the absence of objective morality, man becomes the creator of broken myths. Bruce Johnson 

notes of Kurtz that “while for him there is no myth, he is necessarily the myth-maker” (87). This is 

the last straw that Marlow grasps for in the end; not a cosmic truth, not a divine ideal but a man-

made “moral victory” (HD 114). Faced with death, Marlow confesses to be overcome by a sense of 

indifference and “tepid skepticism,” a nihilistic paralysis that renders him speechless in spite of all 

the convictions he has come equipped with (HD 113). Kurtz, at the final moment, is able to produce 

a cry of revolt or, rather, to create valuation in the abysmal emptiness. This is the reason Marlow 

insists that Kurtz was “a remarkable man” (HD 113). Kurtz himself is too far gone to be saved by 

this valuation, he is uncoupled from the world. Guetti asserts that “Kurtz was unable to save himself 

with fictions” (54). Broken myths are fictions, imbued with valuation. Still, the judgment Kurtz 

passes becomes a buoy for Marlow – a myth to hold on to. Marlow becomes a myth-maker as well 

in the end by lying and upholding an illusion for the sake of Kurtz's Intended. Therefore, Watt's 

critique that Marlow does not speak out falls somewhat short (194). Marlow's lie can be regarded as 

a form of protest and a rejection of the nihilistic alternative of moral absence.

Yet, creating a broken myth is not a supreme moment of triumph for Marlow; lying, he is “biting 

into something rotten” (HD 50).  This  new role  of myth-making falls  short  of comforting him. 

Although Nietzsche envisions a state beyond nihilism, a state without fixed truths, the moral of 

Heart of Darkness is not convincing as to whether a broken myth will be enough. Miller is likewise 

very pessimistic about Marlow's final act of lying: “Action which is taken with awareness that the 

lie is a lie is the only action which is not a mournful and sombre delusion, but this authenticity is 

based on a  contradiction.  Action is  only authentic  insofar  as  it  is  recognized  that  no action is 
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authentic” (34-35). From this perspective, Marlow's act of lying is a perversion of his ideals. This is 

the very dilemma of the broken myth. A broken myth is a belief that is understood as unfounded in 

reality but is accepted and lived by (Tillich 50-51). To live by a broken myth, believers in objective 

truth must therefore paradoxically accept a falsification. The ending of the novel is ominous: “The 

offing was barred by a black bank of clouds, and the tranquil waterway leading to the uttermost 

ends  of  the earth  flowed sombre  under  an overcast  sky – seemed to  lead into the  heart  of  an 

immense darkness” (HD 123-24). The consequences of accepting a broken myth clearly concern all 

of mankind, as is implicated by the fact that the waterway leading to the furthest reaches of the 

earth is obscured from the light of the sun. Furthermore, the way ahead is “sombre” and “barred” by 

dark  clouds,  suggesting  a  discouraging  and  uncertain  future.  Heart  of  Darkness concludes  in 

likeness of Nietzsche's mixed vision of freedom intertwined with peril, where in his metaphor the 

sea lies open before mankind, yet the horizon is not bright (The Gay Science 280). The abyss of 

nihilism is lurking just beneath the surface. Marlow, and mankind, are left standing on the abyss.

* * *

Associated with mortality, falsity and evil, Darkness in Conrad's novel represents a groundlessness 

for moral objectivity. This can be realized by regarding the different descriptions of Darkness as 

negations  of objective truth.  Belief  in  moral  realism is  a false  and crumbling belief,  the novel 

suggests,  and in its  absence,  at  the end of the quest,  is  a vicious vacancy – a hollowness – of 

subjectivism. 

Attempting to discover a real foundation for morality by searching for it in the most remote place 

and  within  the  mind  of  the  most  promising  individual,  a  genius  of  numerous  talents  who  is 

renowned for his philanthropic ideals, the outcome of the quest is also symbolic for all of mankind, 

Conrad's  novel  implies.  In  many ways,  Heart  of  Darkness could  be  a  fictional  illustration  of 

Nietzsche's philosophy. Throughout, the danger of nihilism impregnates the story. The world in the 

novel is in a transitional state, between old faiths, such as those belonging to religion and morality, 

and a possible future where mankind has liberated itself and creates new valuations. During the 

metamorphosis  from old to more modern beliefs  in  the 19th century,  the traditional view of an 

objective reality beyond the apparent world was heavily challenged. Conrad's novel in many ways 

demonstrates the reactions to this contemporary change. The sense of groundlessness and danger 

can be attributed to this transition in metaphysical philosophy, as well as the pessimistic view of the 

future for mankind. Without an objective reality, a defensible ground for morality appeared dubious 

as well. Kurtz is a personification of objective morality being proven false and non-existent. The 
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prospect of moral groundlessness is the Darkness in the novel.

A broken myth is an informed self-deception, with the capacity of saving mankind from the 

abyss of nihilism. Knowing that there is no objective truth, or morality, mankind can still create its 

own valuations, in the fashion that Nietzsche envisioned. There are several examples in the novel of 

the saving potential of a broken myth, including work and the everyday dealings of social living in 

an organized civilization. On the individual level, there are two instances in Conrad's story where a 

broken myth plays a vital part in rescuing people from the effects of nihilism. The first is Kurtz's 

last words, which Marlow chooses to interpret as a judgment of his actions. The judgment does not 

succeed in restoring Marlow's view of the world as possessing an objective reality, but leaves him 

cynical and pessimistic. However, instead of utter vacancy, Kurtz's remark does offer an escape, and 

a relief from direct contact with nihilism. The second instance of the saving potential of a broken 

myth  is  Marlow's  lie  to  Kurtz's  Intended.  While  realizing  that  her  faith  is  an illusion,  Marlow 

affirms it by means of an untruth, a fact he knows to be a myth. In doing so, he saves her peace of 

mind, and like Kurtz, becomes a myth-maker. Whereas Nietzsche tentatively foresaw the broken 

myth as the deliverance from nihilism,  Heart of Darkness is inconclusive as to whether Darkness 

can be fully dispelled.
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