Explore the symbolic power of: the river, the forest, the darkness, with the final purpose of relating their significance to the definition of “the horror.” 
Heart of Darkness #3


Heart of Darkness established itself as a high acclaimed novel because of the way in which Conrad decided to develop the story. In developing the story, Conrad uses the river, forest, and darkness as symbols that lead up to a dramatic realization that all civilization had been lost in a place such as so. The first symbol that is made known would be the symbol of the river. The river is symbolic in many different ways, however according to Conrad, the main intent of the river was to establish a sense of darkness for Marlow, as well as the reader. How Conrad does this is answered by something Marlow says in Part III. There, Marlow stated: “The brown current ran swiftly out of the heart of darkness.” Though it seems that the river is a way out of darkness, the reader must consider that this quote was stated after having reached the inner station. In other words, Marlow had to fight a tough battle in order to get up the river, the inner station. As a result of this, the river is rejecting European influence, and thus shows how darkness is what comes at the end of the river. Conrad continues to use symbols as he implemented the use of the forest as a symbol. Some literary analysts have found that while Marlow was about to enter the Congo, the forest served as a façade. It seemed adventurous, and indeed, the Congo was adventurous, but the forest was a subtle way of showing darkness. This was found towards the beginning of Marlow’s journey. There, he stated: “Going up that river was like traveling back to the earliest beginnings of the world when vegetation rioted on the earth and the big trees were kings.” This is particularly interesting because really, the forest throws Marlow off. He believed that the forest was relaxing, and reminiscent of the early days of man, possibly, Eden-like. Towards the end of the river, however, the forest houses the natives, and serves as a shroud for them while they attack the steamer. Towards the end of the book, when darkness is present, Marlow and others probably wanted to escape, but the jungle made that impossible. The Jungle made it seem as if escape was impossible. Marlow noted this as he observed Kurtz’s writings on unchartered land. He states this in chapter 3: “Mr. Kurtz’s knowledge of unexplored regions must have been necessarily extensive and peculiar – owing to his great abilities and to the deplorable circumstances in which he had been placed.” This obviously shows the deepness of the forest. Finally, Conrad makes symbolic use of “darkness”; hence the title: Heart of Darkness. Conrad does this through several different means. By implementing the use of fog, the presence of natives, or the absence of civilization, Conrad successfully takes away human ideals of sane life, and immerses Marlow as well as the reader within a place where darkness runs free and wild. The use of darkness is central to everything in the novel because without it, there is no significance in a loss of civilization. The idea of darkness helps develop the feeling and idea of one having lost their civilization, and one having lost a sense of stability with their self. In essence, darkness is not a symbol that helps understand “the horror,” rather, one must come to the conclusion that darkness is the horror. If one were to literally define Darkness, it would be the inability to see. Thus, the horror is an inability to see one’s sense of civilization, in addition to one being lost. 
