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In the empty immensity of earth, sky, and water, there she was,
incomprehensible, firing into a continent. Pop, would go one of
the six-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. [2: 21]
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Gothic Modernism and Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness
Abstract

By the 1920s, Conrad was considered a leading modernist writer. Modernism was an
experimental artistic movement that took place from the late 19 to the mid-20" century. The main
theme of Joseph Conrad’s novels is alienation.

Conrad depicts cultural, political, and aesthetic dimensions of modernism not only by
questioning the past but by drawing as well on a wealth of cultural material and precursor genres rooted
in Gothic conventions. The picture of modernism suggested by author presents multiple perspectives
on thematically disparate yet culturally intertwined issues such as ethnicity and espionage,
consciousness and electricity, formalism and sensation, and homosexuality and tourism.

From the viewpoint of the genre, Heart of Darkness comprises all the features that pertain to
modernist fiction - the novella, published as early as in 1899, predates the golden age of modernism by
quite a period of time. Mythopoeic space of modernist work represents its inner dimension, rife with
images of symbolic and archetypal significance and their connotations. Conceptually, Conrad’s Heart
of Darkness pays homage to existentialism, yet by the time of its creation the existentialist worldview
was not dominant in European consciousness. The illogical, absurd images of Heart of Darkness have



no specific conceptual denotata — the novella is basically ‘non-mimetic’; it does not aim at authentic
depiction of the environment and action (space and time) that it narrates about. The novella’s system
of images only formally corresponds to the environment declared as its place of action, as a result of
which this space itself becomes an abstraction.

Conrad’s most famous novella, Heart of Darkness, is a psychological exploration of the
horrors of empire set in the Congo. The novel is full of gothic imagery and symbolism. It is impossible
to read this novel and guess immediately what is going on. It is told by a sailor, Charlie Marlow, who
recounts his nightmarish journey into the Congo - Africa’s geographical “heart of darkness”- where he
meets the deranged ivory trader, Kurtz, with whom he becomes obsessed. In the present paper I have
tried to demonstrate the ways in which Conrad reinterprets and/or modifies Gothic conventions,
exerting influence of Gothic modernism. Conrad is considered an Early Modernist writer as his writing
style moved away from the Gothic traditions as well as Edwardian writing conventions and towards
the experimentations associated with the Modernist movement.



