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Into the Light from the Heart of Darkness
One Man's Mission to Expose Brutal Slavery in Africa lnspired the Modern Idea of Human Rights
By ADAMHOCHSCHILD

SAN FRANCISCO--Fiftyyears ago this week, the
U.N. General Assembly ratified the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights. As with most
statements of principle, its lofty ideals far surpassed
the morals of its signers, who included assorted
Latin American dictatorships and European colonial
powers. Yet, the declaration was a milestone, and it
has become a benchmark that many countries,
including newly democratic South Africa have
looked to in writing their constitutions.

Before the declaratiorL goverunents made all sorts
of similarly noble proclamations, though usually the
human rights involved tumed out not to apply to
women, slaves and the colonized. But padually
these exceptions were challenged by great popular
movements: against slavery, for women's suffrage,
for Indian independence. The implication of all of
them was that human rights were universal; there

\!- can be no exceptions.

It is surprising to realize how recent this notion of
universality is. Even many of the British and
American abolitionists who fought slavery in the
L9th century were outraged at the idea that women
wanted to attend the meetings of abolitionist
organizations. ]ohn Stuart Mill, the great theorist of
human liberty, felt that autocracy was a perfectly
fine mode of govemment when dealing with
"barbarians." Almost everyone in Europe felt that
any European country had the right to seize colonial
territory around the world, regardless of the wishes
of the people who lived there.

Curiously, we have almost completely forgotten
one of the most important campaigns that
broadened our notion of human rights: the Congo

-reform movernent. At the begirming of this century,
it was the most vocal, best-organized human-rights
movement in the world, active for nearly a decade in
both the United States and Europe. In the long
stretch of time between ttre abolitionists of the early-
and mid-19th century and the worldwide pressure
on South Africa to end apartheid of the 1970s and
'80s, the Congo campaign was the only human-
rights movement to operate on a truly intemationai
stage.

Furthermore, this movement was crucial in
establishing the template for the way organizations

such as Amnesty lnternational and Human Rights
Watch operate today. This method includes the
careful gathering and sifting of evidence; reliance on
sworn testimony by eyewitnesses; the use of
photographs and physical evidence to prove
atrocities; and the faith that such methods of truth-
telling can move large numbers of people to demand
action.

The European scramble for Africa was a brutal
business, and the bloodiest part was the seizure of
the Congo. Between 1880 and 192Q its population
was slashed in halt roughly from20 million to 10

million people, according to estimates. For most of
this period, the territory was the personal possession
of King Leopold II of Belgium, making it the world's
only private$ owned colony.

The invention of inflatable tires for birycles and
cars ignited a world rubber boom in the 1890s, and
the Congo's rain forest was extremely rich in wild
rubber. To gather it, the king's large private afiny
rampaged from village to village, holding women
hostage to force the men to go deep into the forest,
for days or weeks at a time, to gather high monthly
quotas of rubber. Villagers who didn't rneet quotas
were slaughtered en masse. With most adults turned
into forced laborers or hostages, there were few
people to hunt, fish or raise crops, and famines
raged. To avoid forced labor, hundreds of thousands
fled to remote areas. Tens of thousands more were
killed when the army suppressed rebellions. Among
the traumatized, half-starving population, disease
killed millions more.

For a time, the outside world knew little about
what was happening in the Congo. One remarkable
man changed this. Edmund Dene Morel was in his
mid-20s, a junior official of a British shipping line
that had the monopoly on cargo traffic to and from
the Congo. Every few weeks, his company sent him
to the Belgian port of Antwerp to supervise the
loading and unloading of ships on the Congo run.
Morel noticed that vessels arrived laden with
enormously valuable cargoes of ivory and rubber
but retumed to Africa carrying no trading goods.
Instead, they ferried mainly soldiers, firearms and
ammunition. Withhorror, he realized there could be



only one possible source of all this rubber and ivory:
fcrced labor, on a massive scale. He was right.

Morel quit his job and, within a few years, became
the greatest British investigative joumalist of his
time. A rnan of torrential energy, he devoted a
decade of 16-hour days to putting the story of
Congo rubber slavery on the world's front pages. A
file of more than 4000 clippings about Congo
atrcrities from U.S., British and European
newspapers, beginning ir.\902, testifies to Morel's
passion.

Morel r,v;rs also a masterful organizer. In the
United States, he convinced Mark Twain and Eooker
T, Washington to ioin the lecture circuit to denounce
King Leopr:ld's regime. ln England, he made a
speaking tour with Sir Arthtrr Conan Doyle. Urged
on by Morel, both Twain and Doyle wrote books on
the subject On the continent, men and womerr wept
on seeing }lorel's slide show of Congo horrors.
Missionaries joined forces with Morel's Congo
Reform Assn. and showed audiences whips and
chains they had brought back from the colony.

Everyone from the archbishop of Canterbury to
U.S. university presidents joined the crusade.
Between 1904 and 1913, the brutalities in the Congo
were denotrnced at more than 1,000 mass meetings
in the United States and Europe. Forced labor in the
Congo was the subject of everything from hymns to
children's books. Protests were held as far away as

Australia. ln Italy, two men fought a duel over the
issue.

Like most great human-rights agitators, the Congo
reformers, as they were called, did not quickly
accomplish their aims. They saved some lives, but
the forced-labor system remained as long as the
price of rubher was high and changed only slowly
after that. Nonetheless, it was the first time that
millions of people in the United States and Europe
concemed themselves with the fate of pmple in
Africa. In anL age that romanticized colonial warfare,
it was the first time many Americans and Europeans
realized that colonialism was founded on the
systematic theft of African larxl, labor and lives.

The Congo reform movement also transformed the
people who took part in it. Morel had begun his
working life as a thorougtrly conventional
businessman. Brought fuce to face with evidence of
slave labor, he grew and changed. In 1909, he
correctly predicted the horrendous consequences
that would flow from Britain's establishing the
newly independent Union of South Africq with an
all-white legislature. Morel saw enough imperial
machinatiorur in Africa to become a skeptic when
World War i began. He was one of the few people
orr either side who said openly that the war was not

w-orth millions of lives. The British governrrient
censored his writing, tapped his phone and sent him
to prison for six months of hard labor. Unbowed, he
remained a leader of the British antiwar movement
and was elected to Parliament after the war.

The movement also transformed the life of Roger
Casement, an Irishman who had becorne British
consul in the Congo in 1900. A few years later, the
British goverrunent asked Casement to rnvestigate
the atrocity charges. Casement traveled deep into
the rain forest and produced a detailed, well-
documented report that added rnuch fuel to the fire.
On his journey, he began thinking: Ireland is also a
colony. Ten years later, he resigned from the British
consular service and threw himself into the cause of
Irish independence.

in 1916, his former employers, the British
goverrunent ordered him hanged. Casement viewed
the struggle for freedom in his native Ireland as
having something in common with the struggle for
freedom in Africa. He expressed this view in a
ringing speech during the trial at which he was
sentenced to death. The speech had a profound
effect on the younglawaharlal Nehru, who went on
to lead the drive for Indian independence. It tvas
one of many ways that the effects of the Congo
reform movement rippled thrcugh the century.

If today you go looking for the photographir: slides
that Morel and his fellow Congo reformers used to
such effect, you can find them. They are in two
dusty wooden boxes on the shelves of a London
organization called Anti-Slavery Intemational,
founded in 1839 as the British and Foreign Anti-
Slavery Society. It is the oldest human-rights
organization on Earth. In the same room where the
slides are stored, young men and women pack boxes
with posters, pampNets and vi<ieocassettes about
child labor in South Asia, women in household
slavery in the Middle East, child prostitution in
Thailand, genital mutilation of women in Africa and
the exploitation of immigrant domesfic servants in
England.

At the time of the Congo reform movement 100
years ago, the idea of full human rights--social,
political and economic--was profoundly threatening
to most countries. it still is.

Adam Hochschild Is the Author of "King Leopold's
Ghost a Story of Greed, Terror and Heroism in

Colonial Africa."
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rvere kings. An empty stream, a great silence, an imperretrable [or-
est. 'l-he air u,as rvarm, thick, heavy, sluggish. There was no joy in
ttre brilliar.rce o[ sunshine. 'Ihe long stretclres of the waterrvay ran
on, deserted, into the gloom o[overshaclowed distances. On silvery
sarrdl>arrks Irippos arrd alligators srrnned thernselves side by side-

'[-hc insisterrce on darkness, finally, and qtrite apart frorn ethical or
nrythical ovcrtorre, seems a right one for this extremely personal state-
nrent. 'l-here is a darkness of passivity, paralysis, inrmobilization; it is

fronr thc state <lf crrtranced languor rather than frorn tlre monstrous desires
tlrirt the dotrblc Ktrrtz, this shadc,rv, nrust be savecl. In Freudian tlreory,
r,,e arc klld, such l)reoccupation may indicate fear of the feminine and
passivc. Ilut rn;ry it not also be c<lnnected, through one of thc spirit's
rnrrlliplc rlisgrriscs, rvith a radical fcar of deatlr, that other darkness? "l
lrirrl lrrrrrctl to tlre u,iklcrrri.ss rcirlly, rrot to Mr. Krrrtz wlul, I rvas rca<ly

to adrnit, rvas as g<lo<l as brrried. An<l for a moment it scenrccl to rne as

if I :rlso u,erc buriecl in a vast gravc full of unspeakable secrets. I felt an
irrtolcrable rveiglrt oppressirrg my breast, the snrell of the clanrp earth,
tlrc rrrrscclr l)rcscncc of vicklriotrs cornrption, thc darkness o[an impen-
ctrable rriglrt."

lt rvould be [olly to try to liniit the menace o[vegetation in the restless

li[e o[Corrradian image and symbol. But the passage reminds us again
of thc story's reflexive refererrces, and its images of deathly immobiliza-
tion in grass. Most striking are the black shadows dying in the greenislr
gloortr of tlrc grovc at thc first station. But grass sprouts betweerr the
storrcs o[ the Llrrropcarr city, a "wlriterl scpulchre," irnd on the sarne page
Marlorv anticipates cornirrg rrporr the remains o[ his predecessor: "the
grass grorvirrg thronglr his ribs rvas tall enough to hide his bones." The
critical nreeting rvith Kurtz occurs on a trail through the grass. Is there
riot pe rhaps an intense horror behincl the casualness with which Marlow
rcports his tliscoveries, say o[the Ncgro with thc bullet in his forclread?
Or: "Norv and therr a carrier dead in harness, at rest in the long grass
rrcar tlrc path, rvitlr an enrpty water-gourd and his long staff lying by his
sicle. "

z\ll tlris, onc mrrst acknou,lcdge, does not make up an ordinary light
trrvelogtrc. 'l'lrerc is rro little irony in the letter o[Novernber 9, t89l,
Crlrrr:rd rcccivcrl flrorn lris grrarrlian aftcr returning from the Congo, and
r'lrilc Plrr,.sicirlly rlisrrblcd arrd scriorrsly dcPrcssed: "1 arn surc thrt with
vour rrrclirnclroly tcnrperanrcnt yorr ought to avoid all mcditations rvhich
lcarl kr pcssirnistic conclrrsions. I atlvise yorr to lead a more active life
thirrr cvcr anrl lo cultivatc chccrfrrl habits."a Uncven in larrguagc orr
ccrtairr Jragcs, and lacking "'l'hc Secrct Sharer"'s ecorromy, "l-leart o[
[)rrrkrrcss" rrevcrthe lcss rernairrs one of tlre great dark meditations in lit-
crature, an(l one of the purest expressiorls o[ a melanclroly tr-.nrpera-
ment.

4. 1,,!lc uml lil!crs1.118.
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Ar-r Irr-rage of Africa: Racism in Conrail's Ileart of
Darkness I

In the fall oF 1974 I rvas walking one day fronr the llnglish Depart-

ment at tlrc Univcrsity of Massachtrsetts to a parking lot' It was a fine

autumn rnorning such as elrcouragecl friendliness to passing strangers.

Brisk youngstcr, *... hurrying in all directiorls, many o[tlrem obviotrsly

lreshrircn in tlreir first flush o[enthtrsiasm. An olclcr rnan goirrg thc satne

way as I trrrnecl and remarkecl to rnc l.row very young they nanre tltese

days. I agreecl. Then he asked me i[l was a shrtlent too. I said no, Iwas

a tcachci. What did I tcrch? A[rican litcrahrre. Nrlrv thlt was fluttny, hc

saicl, becausc he krrerv a fellorv who tatrgltt thc sante thing, 9r pcrlraps it

rvas Alricarr history, in a cert:rir.r Collrnrunity Collegc rtot lar frotil llcrc.

It afivays srrrprised lrirn, he g,elt on to say, becarrsc [c rrever had tltotrght

of Africa as lraving that kincl of strrff, you knorv. lly tlris tirrre I rvas

rvalking nrtrch faster. "OIr well," I heard him say firrally, lrchind nrc: "I
guess I llave to take yorrr course to firld out."

A few \.veeks later I received two very touching letters fronr high school

chilclrer.r in Yonkers, New York, who-bless their teacher-had iust read

Things tr'all Apart. Orrc of thern was Partictrlarly happy to learn abotrt

the customs and strperstitions o[an African trilrc.
I proposc to draw lrorn thesc ratlrcr trivial cncottntcrs rathcr lrcavy

.o,.,.1,,rin,,, rvlrich at first siglrt nliglrt secnt sotrtervltrtt otrt o[ llroportion
to tlrern. Iltrt only, I lropc, at first sight.

Tlre yotrrrg fellow frorn Yonkers, llerhaps partly on accotrnt o[ his agc

but I bejieve also for mrrch deeper and more serious reasons, is obviously

ullawarc that thc lifc of his own tribcsrncrr in Yonkcrs, Ncw York, is firll

of ockl custonts ancl sulterstitions and, like evcryb<xly elsc irr his cttltttrc,

imagir.res that he treccls a trip to Aflrica to etrcottnter tlrose things'

Tilte <lther persolr bcing fully nty owl) age cotrld rrot bc cxcttscd ott

the grounds oi lrit y.otr. ignoran.e might lrc il-nlore likely reaso,;.btrt

lrere"agai,t I bclicrnc tlrat sonrcthing nlorc rvillftrl tlurrr a lTlcrc lirck o[

in[orrrrlation rvas at n,ork. Iior did not that crtl(litc lJritish lrisklrirtn arld

Il,cgirrs lrro|cssor at Oxfor<l, IIugh 'l'rcvor l{opcr, also pr<ltttttttrcc tltat

A[rican history did rrot cxist?

II thcre is sonrcthing in these utterances Ilrorc tltatl yorrthflrrl irrcxpc-

ricrrcc, nturc tlurrr rr lirck of firctual knorvlcrlgc. rvlrrrt is il? Qrritc sirrrplv

it is the clesire-orre rnight irrdeed sa!' tlre lrccd-in \\'csterrt llst'cltologv
to set Africa rrp as a foil to Iiurope, as a placc of negal iorrs at orlcc rertrrttc

,I

t An arncndcd rcrsiotr ( I 987) of lhe secotttl Chrtr-
ct'llor's l,t'clrrrc rt lltc I lrtir crsitr of l\ lrssrcl)tlJclts,

Anilrcrst, I''cbnran' Ili. l97i; lrtcr publislrctl irr'[/ru
r\'lassaclrusetts lleyi4r. I lJ ( 1977): 782-9+
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arxl vaguely fanriliar, in contparison with which Errrope's own state o[
spirittral grace rvill be manifest.

'['lris rreed is not nelv; rvhich should relieve us all of considerable
rcsponsibility and perhaps nrake us even willing to look at this phenom-
enorr dispassionately. I have neither the wish nor the competence to
erlbark on the exercise rvith the tools of tlre social and biological sci-
ences l)ut Inore sirnply in the rnanner of a novelist responding to one
farnotrs book of liuropeln fiction: |oseph Conrad's Lleart of Darkness,
rvlrich better than any other rvork that I know displays that Western
desirc ancl neetl rvhich Ilrave just referred to. Of course there are whole
librarics o[ books devoted to the sarne purpose but most of thern are so

obviotrs rtncl so crttrle that ferv people worry about them today. Conrad,
olr tlrc otltcr lritrrtl, is rrrr<lorrlrtcdly one o[ tlrc great stylists of rnodcn.r

fiction arr<l a gorxl story-tcller inb the bargain. His contribution tlrere-
forc fal]s atrtornatically into a different class-permanent literature-
rca(l an(l taugltt ancl constantly evaluated by serious acadernics. tleart of
l)arkness is intlccd so secrrre today tlrat a leading Corrrad scholar has

rrrrrrrlrcrcrl il "atttortg tlrc Iral[<lozcrr greatest short novels in the ltinglish
larrguage."l I rvill return to this critical opinion in clue course l>ecause

it rnay seriously modify my earlier suppositions aborrt who rnay or may
rrot lre guilty itr sorne o[the matters I will now raise.

Lleart of Darkness projects the image o[Africa as "the other world,"
the arrtithesis o[ Iiurope and therefore o[civilization, a place where man's

vaurrtcd intelligcnce and refinerncnt are finally mocked by trirrmphant
l>estiality. The book opens on the River Thames, tranquil, resting,
peacefrrlly "at the clecline ofday after ages ofgood service d<lne to the
race that peopled its banks." But the actual story will take place on the
Iliver Congo, tlte very antithesis of the Thames. The River Congo is

rpritc clecidedly not a lliver lirneritus. It has rendered no service and
cnioys no olcl-agc pension. We are told that "Going up that river was

likc travclling back to the earliest beginnings of the worlcl."
Is Conrad saying then that these hvo rivers are very diffcrent, one

good, the other barl? Yes, btrt that is not the real point. lt is not the
dilfcrcntrrcss that rvorries Conrad llut the lurking hint of kinslrip, of
cornnron arrccstry. Ii'or tlie ']'hames too "has been one o[ the dark places

ofthc crrrth." lt corrqucrecl its darkness, ofcourse, and is norv in daylight
arrcl at pcace. Brrt if it u,ere to visit its printordial relative, the Congo, it
t'oukl nru the terrible risk of hearing grotesque echoes o[ its own forgot-
tcn clarkness, and falling victirn to an avenging recrudescence o[ the
rnindlcss frenzy o[ the first begirrniugs.

'l'hcsc suggestive echoes conrprisc Conrad's famecl evocation of the
r\fricirrr atrnosl>ltere in l-Ieart of l)arkness. In the 6nal corrsideration his
nrctlrorl arttouttts to llo nrore tlran a stcady, ponderous, fake-rihralistic
rcpctitiorr o[ hv<l arrtithctical scnterrccs, one al>out silencc ancl the other
rulxlrt lrcnzy. Wc cun inspcct sanll)lcs o[this on pages 36 and ]7 o[the

I \lltrlf.(irr.r.rtrl,lrrlrrxltrrlirrrrIrllrrtrlo/l)urllcss(N.).:Ncr',\rrtcric:rttlilrrrrv,l()50)()

AN Irutec;t.: ()tr AI..llICA: Ractstut IN CoNRAD,S I'It.irR,l tlp D-qnxNnss 25]

preserrt edition: a) It was the stillness of an implacahle force brooding over

an inscrrtttble intention and ll) Tfie stedmer ktiled along slowly on th.e

,ie;-rii U,tnrk ancl incomptehensihle frenzy' Of.,colrrse there is a iucli-

.l3rr-.fro"g" o[adiectivc from tirne to time' so tlrat instead of inscruta-

Uii, tx e*r",rrpl", you might ltavc unspeakahle' even plain mysterious'

etc., etc."."rt,...gt.-.yecltirrglishcriticF'R.Leavisdrcrvatterrtionlongagoto

C"rrt*f;t -*flectival ilsistcnce tlPon inexpressible arrd incomprchensi-

lrl; tr;),ti.ry '''l-lrat insistcnce must not bc disnrisscd liglrtly' as nrarry

Conracl critic, lrrrc tcndcd to clo, as a merc stylistic flalv; for it raiscs

,*i",,.r',lr,"rtio,s o[artistic gooci faitlr. Wher.r a.writer rvhile preten4i'g

;; ;;;;;i ;;;,,cr, in"icl.,,ts"ancl tl'eir inrpact is irr rcalitv cngascd irl

i,4rrcirrg 6yprr.tic stu;tor irr lris rca4crs tlrriltrgS a llolttllarclrtreltt ofcltrtl-

;i;;t;;;lt arrcl ot6er forrns of trickery muc6 riorc 6as to 5e at stakc t6arr

,i"iir,i. ielicitv. c.,,"r.lif no,,''ol ""1t" 
arc u'ell arnrcd to deteci and

;il;.;;i; ;;,it.*r,,,t ..i;uity. Rut Co.rarl clr.sc lris strl>iect rvcll-orrc

*iri.f, *r, g,,ront.",l ,,,,t t,,'put hi'r i, couflict lvitlr t5c psychologicirl

,r."-itior,,rit"i,,,r of lris rcittlcrs n' "i'" the rtcctl for lrirn kr contcrrcl rvitlr

ii,"rr rJririr,r.". il. .l,ur" tlrc r.lc o[ ptrrveyor .[ corlrftrrtirrg mytlts'

Tlre rrrost interestirrg ancl revealing-passages-iu Heart of Darknes's arc'

tr"*.".r, 
-oir"rLt 

peopl"e. I mttst tt"t tht indtrlgence -of 
rny readcr to

;;;; ;l;,;ti , *l,ni. page fronr aborrt.ttre 
,rniddle 

o[ the storv whcrt

t'.pt"t*irtiu.s o[ Ilurope in a steamer going clown the Congo encoutrter

tlrc tlcnizcns of Africa.

We were wancleters orr a prehistoric carth' on an earth that wore

tl,. 
^rp..t 

of an unknovrrr planet' We cotlkl have fancied ottrselves

iir. nrrt o[ n.ren taking posiession of art accursed inherita,ce, to be

s.bdue4 at t6e cost ,rT profoun.l angrrish and of excessive toil' Btrt

srrclclcrrly as wc stnrgglctl rorrnrl-a bc-rrd tllcrc wotrld lrc a glinrprc oI

tl.,ti.r *rlft, of p.okEi grass-roofs, a-burst of yells' a u'hirl.of black

iiJr, , *ott of l,.ncll cl'pping, of feet stamping' of bodies srvay-

i"*l"f 
"y.t 

trlling uncler ttie a'oop of heaq and nrotionless foliage'

il;;;i.r;.t toililalong slowlv otr thc cclgc of a black an<l incom-

frclre,rsilrle frenzy. T'he-prelrisbric lllan \vas cursing us, pmying to

us, welcortlittg ,,s-*l'o c'tlld tclla Wc wcrc ctrt off from thc conr-

pr.tr",lrin,l oi ,,r',' 
"t"otuclings; 

wc glidcd past like pltanklnrs'

*ond.ring and secretly appallecl, " "nt 
n.'"n wotlld be lleforc an

enthtrsiastic nutlr,.J''i'i'i *"li'ut"e' Wc could not utrclerstand

lrecause we were too far and coultl not remember' because tve werc

lor"ifirlg in the night o[ first ages' o[ tlrose ages tltat are gone'

lcaving liardly a sign-and n<l nlcnrories'

Thc carth ,..,',.'?tl uncarthly' We arc accrtsklurctl kr look trprlrr

tlrcshacklcdfonno[,-.cot.'qt'c'"tltrtottstcr'lltrttlrcrc--thcrc'y(]tl
cotrlcl look rt n tl,|i"g ''t"''t'utt'antl 

frcc' lt rvas rtttcarthly antl tllc

ulcn wcrc. . . . Nt'if.r"V wcrc trot inlttttttatt' Wcll' yotr krrow tlrirt

wastlrcrvtlrstrlf;t-tl,i'srrsllicirltl<lIlltcirrrrltllcirlgirrltrtttritrt.lt

)
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\r/ould come rloll, 
lo 

one. Tlrey howled and leaped and spun andrrratrc Irorrid faces,.rrut rvhat trrrilred you was iust the trrousht of
tl rc,i r I r r r rnan i ry_like yotrrs_the tl,o,,g^r ;i;Jil ffi;tffi Ii
il;iliiH,T':,:t,'i:::l;f ;fi ;:Jf 

,r;JrrJ;:*#i.##;
*,as i. you 

f rrst the faintest trace of a response to in. t.rri,e ir-i_ness 'f rhat rroise, a dim s.spicion of th.r. beine a *.r.i.r'i""t,*&ich yotr-you so remote from the,isl,i"';;;;i;r_"#if#]
prehcnd.

Flerein lies the meaningof- Ileart of Darkness and the fascination it holdsoyer t'e Western mind: ..What.tlrrilled 
yo, ;;; f ust the tf,",,giri;il;i;lrtrmirrrily__like yours. . . . llgly.,,

Il,virrg s.own us Africa i, t,e mass, Conracl t'en zeros in, half ap:rgc latcr, ., a spccific:*.u,].pt:, giuirg ur;n" of lri, ;;;';.;;lfr,i","
of arr African u,ho is not just limbs"oruoiling ;y.r,

And behveen lvhiles I had to look after the savage who was fireman.
I Ie rvas an irrproved specimen; he could nr" 

"rp , ;ril.J';;ib;.IIc rva.s t.crc 
'clow 

r,c a..rl, .,o, rny wor., to t"f. ,i i",l.r ,"r, ,,e<lifying as sceilrg a,dog i, a paro,ly of br...lr.r r,r.l; i;;ri,;;'ir;;walking on lris hincl legs. A fcw ,rronths of trniring lo;ft; fb;that really fine chap. IJe squintecl at tlre steam_gauge and at thervatcr_garrge rvith arr evi<lerrt effort o[ intrepidity-I2filr; ffi;i;:;
'is 

tcct' to., t'e .oor <levil, a.rl t^e *"ri"f [ri, pot" ;il;i ;;;;;qrreer patterns, ancl t'ree ornanrental scars.on 
"rcl., 

oflri, 
"il.;k;.I-le o.ght to ha'e been clapping his hands and ,tamping ili;;;the l>ank, instead of which i," i"r, f,rrJ ri *orL, ; iffi ;;;;;;rvitchcraft, ftrll of improving knowledge.

As everybo<ly knorvs, conrad is a romantic on the side. He might notexactly admire savases clapping thei, h,rds *a'rtr,-,ping their feet butthey have at least the merit'of 
-b"irg;; 

tir.ir;i1.., ,ntik. this dog in aparody of breeches. For Conracl tHirg, Ir;irlg-l-n their place is of therrtmost imporlance.
"Fine fellorvs---cannibars-in their prace," he teils us pointedrv.Tragedy begins when things leave th;ir;;;";.a pir..,li[. E;;;;leaving. its safe stronghord [etween ,h;;;il;; and the baker ro takea peep into the heart ofdarliness.
Before the story takes us into.the-Congo basin proper we are given thisnice little vignette as an exanrple ofthin"gs in if,.T, pfr..,

Norv and then a boat fr91n 
lhe shore gave one a momentary contactwitlr realif. It rvas parldlecl by l:lack"iello*r. vou could see froma[ar r'c rv'ite of rheir 

"y.t 
rtt, glirlni;;.'il;, shouted, sang; theirhodies streamed witl: perspiration; they had faces like srotesorremasks-t^cse chaps; br it I. ey hacl bon.,' _*l.l ;;l i Jri;ffir;;

, 
inte.se energy of movemerrithat,,"ns ,s'nrt,,-J;; ilffilf;i

Ar.r Ilracri ot, Ar.rrrca: Ilacrsv tN Couneo's I'lt,:.qlt'r'ot. Denxr.russ 255

along their coast. They wanted no excuse for being tlrere. 'flrey

were a great comfnrt to look at.

Towards thc end o[ the story Conrad lavishes a whole page cltritc
unexpecteclly on an African wornan who has obviously l een sonre kind
o[mistress to IVIr. Kurtz ancl now presicles (if I may lrc permitted a little
liberty) like a florrrriclablc mystcry over thc incxorablc irnnrincncc o[ his
deparhrre:

She was savage and superb, wild-eyed and magnificent. . . . She

stoocl looking at trs without a stir ancl like the wilderness itself, with
an air of brooding over an inscnrtable pur[)ose.

This Amazon is drawn in considerable detail, albeit of a predictablc
nature, for hvo reasons. First, she is irr her place and so can rvin Con-
rad's special lrrarrd o[ approval and second, slrc fulfills r structural
requirement o[ the sbry: a savage counterpart kl tlrc rcfincd, [.irrropcan
woman who rvill step forth to end the story:

She came forwarcl all in black with a pale head, floating toward me
in tlre drrsk. She was in rnourning. . . . Slre bok both my hands
in lrcrs and nrurrnurccl, "l had lrcard yorr rvcrc contittg." . . . Slrc
had a nratrrrc capacity for fidelity, for bclicf, flrrr suffcrirtg.

The differerrcc in thc attitude of the r.rovelist to thesc trvo wonrcn is

conveyecl ilr too rnany direct arrd strbtle ways to necd elaboratiorr. Brrt
perhaps tltc utost sigrrificirrrt diffcrcncc is tlrc onc irrrl;lic<l in thc arrtlror's
bestowal oilrurnan expression to the one and the rvitlrholding <lf it flrorrr

the other. It is clearly not part of Conrad's purpose to confer language
on the "rudimentary souls" of Africa. In place of speech they made "a
violent babble oF uncouth sounds." They "exchangecl short grunting
phrases" even anrong tlremselves. But most o[ the time tlrey were kro
busy with their frenzy. There are two occasions in the book, lrorvever,
when Conrad departs somewhat from his practice and confers speech,
even English speech, on the savages. The first occurs when car.rnibalism
gets the better o[ them:

"Catch 'im, " he snapped with a bloodshot widening o[ his eyes ancl

a ffash of slrarp teeth-"catch 'im. Give'im to us." "To you, eh?"
I asked; "what would you do with .them?" "Eat 'im!" he said

curtly. . . .

The other occasioir was tlte farnous announcement:

"Mistah Kurtz-lre deacl. "

At first sight these instances rnight be r'rristaken for unexpected acts of
generosity frorn Conrad. In reality they constifute sonre o[his best assatrlts.

In the case o[ tlre cannibals the incomprehensible grrrnts that had thrrs

far served therr for speech suddenly proved inadequate flor Conrad's pur-
pose o[ Ietting the European glinrpse the unspeakablc craving in their
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hcarts. \\/eighing thc necessity for consistency in the portrayal o[ tlre
drrnrb brtrtes against the sensational atlvantages ofsecuring tlreir convic-
tion 14, clcar, r:nanrtriguotrs evidence issuing out of their own mouth
Conrad chose the latter. As for the announcement of lvlr. Kurtz's death

br, tlrc "insolent black head in the doorway" what better or more appro-

priatc fnis cor-rlcl l>e rvritten to the horror story o[that rvayrvard child of
civilization rvho rvillfully had given his soul to the powers of darkness

arrtl "taken a high scat anrongst the devils ofthe land" than the procla-
rrration o[ his 1>hysical dcath bv tlre [orces lie had ioinecl?

It nright bc contended, of course, that the attitude to the African in
I le art oi Darkness is not Conracl's but that of his fictional narrator, Mar-
lorv, and that far fronr endorsirrg it Conracl miglit indeed be holding it
rrp to iron1, urrd criticisnr. Certainly Conrad appears to go to consider-
rrlrlc llrrirrs kr sct rr;: laycrs o[irrsrrlatiorr bctwccn Irirnsclf and tltc nroral
rrrrivcrsc of lris hisbry. llc lras, for exarnple, a narrator behincl a narra-
krr. 'l'hc grrirrrary narrator is NIarlor,v but his accoturt is given to us through
tlrc 6ltcr of a sccond, shadou,y person. But if Conrad's intention is to
rlrarv rr corrlr.,rr sanifuire lrctu,ccrr lrirnsclIarrd thc uroritl rnd psychologi-

c:rl rrrirlaisc of lris rrarraklr lris care seerls to rne totally wastcd because

lrr: rrcglccts to hint howcver sulrtly or tentatively at an alternative franre

of rcferencc by which we ma.y judge the actions and opiniorrs of his

charactcrs. It would not have llcen beyoncl Conrad's porver to make that
provisiorr i[ hc hatl thouglrt it irecessary. Marlorv secrns to nre to enjoy
Corrra<l's conrpletc confi(lence-a feeling reinforccd by the close simi-
llritics llchvccn tlreir two careers.

Ivlarlou, conrcs tlrrouglt to us not only as a witness of truth, lrut one
lrolding tlrosc :rclvancecl an<l hur.nane views appropriate to the E,nglish

lillcr:rl traclitirln rvhich rcquired all Ilnglishmcn oIclecerrcy to lle clecply

slrocked b1, rtrocities in Bulgaria or the Congo o[ King Lcopolcl of the
Bclgians or rvherever.

'l'lrus IVlarlorv is ablc to toss ottt strcli bleeding-heart sentimeuts as

t[resc:

'['hc1, rvc-rc dying slou4y-it was very clear. Thcy were !tot ene-
rllics, tllcy lvere n(rt crirninals, they were nothing earthly now,
nothing but black shadorvs o[ disease and starvation lying con-
hrsedly, in the greenish gloom. Brought flom all the recesses of the
coast in all the legality oftinre contracts, lost in uncongenial stlr-
rounclirrgs, fed on unfauriliar foocl, they sickened, [recanre ineffi-
cicrrt, arrcl rvere thcu allowcd to crarvl away and rest.

'f'hc kind o[ liberalisnr cspousecl here by MarloilConracl touclred all
thc bcst rninds of the age in England, Europe and Arnerica. It took
cliffercnt forms in the mirrds o[different people but alrlost always man-
rged b sidestcp the rrltirnate cluestion of equality behveen white people

arrd black l)eople. That extraordinary missionary, Albert Schweitzer, who
sacrificed brilliant careers in music and theology in Europe for a life oF

scrvicc to r\fricarrs irr urtrclr thc sanrc area as Conr:ld rvritcs alxrtrt, cpit-

Ar'l Il'racti oF AlrlllcA: ll'rctsl"t lN CoNttAD's llt'ltrnt ott DeRxlrss 25T

omizcs tlrc irnll)ivalencc' Itt a conlnrr:nt rvhich has ofterr bcen cltrotctl

S.f,*.f ,r.,,rrt':;'tir. Af ittn i' i"Jtta my brother btrt my itrnior brother'"

And so he proceeclecl t.,-'t uiiJ , f.rospiial approptiate to the needs o[

iunior brothers with stanclartl' of hygi"ne reniiniscent o[ medical prac-

i':ffi i,;',i;;; r,ii"'. 'r" 
gt'"' tt''to"'v of disease came into being' Nat-

urallv l.re l>ecamc o,"n'oiitii'in itt;# and Arnerica' Pilgrims flocked'

Ii.,i'i r,ir,.". ;lt fl;..k ;; rii* r.'" io, p"*.d on, to witness the pro-

i'il;;;;i.'in t-'*t"*ne' on the edgc o[t]re orimevalforest'

Conra.,s libcralisrn *",ii-"", take hiil quite as flar as Sc'weitzer's,

thouch. I Ie ,"vould n.r ,*.'ii," *ord brorl'nr l"rwcvcr tltrali.ficd; tllc far-

iiiHi,: ;;,'i,i';;;ll; ki;;'ip' wr'" r'l'a"*'s Arrican helmsmarr rulls

down with a spear i" f it'l"ltt nt gi*t his white master one firral dis-

qtrietirrg lorlk'

Ancl the illtirnate proftrrrdity o[that ]ook lte gave tne when hc rece ivecl

his lrtrrt rctrtaitrs to this clay itr tny mentory-likc a clairn of distant

kinship affirnred in a suprenre moment'

It is iurportant to notc that Conrad' carcful as evcr with his worcls' is

conccruccl not so mt'ch al>J'iirtt"'i kinship as abotrt someotrc laying

a claimon it. The bl'"k';;; i'yt t tf i'" on the white man wl-rich is

wcll-rriglr intolerablc' riit'ii" i"i'i'u "i'i'it clairn which frightens and

at thc samc tirne fascinatJt'a;tl;i'1' ' ' the thouglrt of their httmatt-

itv-likcYorrrs. ' ' Uglv'"
Tlre point of n'y nl"ti"tions should be qrritc clear llv norv' tratrtcll'

that foseph Conratl *" 
" 
ti;;;;l";i'g "ti't ,1'lt't 

this sirnplc trrrth is

glosscd ovcr iu criticis,rrs .iirf, -i*i is irre kr thc [irct tltirt rvhitc rilcisrrr

rtgairtst Africl is ,utrt ' "u'*'lway 
o[tlrirlkirrg.lhat its lnanifestations go

comlrlctcly ,,ur.*,'kti'"ffie,rtJ ul tlua't if .D'r'k"ust 
will oftcrr tcll

you that Corrrad i' """"t'"ntlf 
l]t'l'tn *"a1 wiil' 'qfrica 

as wit' t'c clctc-

rioratiol o[ one Errrop;';;J.;,rse,I by solitrrdc ancl sickness' They

il]I"il;il ;, ;;,;il;;i"r,rJ r,, rr anythine. less charitable to tlrc

Iiuropeans i., tl," .tn'y til;i; t; to tl'e riativel' that the point o[ tltc

storv is trl ritlictrlc l';t"t'pt:r;'titlti''i'4 -l"iulr in Africa' A Corrratl strt-

clent irtforrnerl me in il;;;; ii;'iAfiica is Inerely a sctting for thc

,lirint.grrtion of the rnind of Mr' Kurtz'

Which is partly rf '" 
poini' ni'it' 

^t 
setting ancl backdrop rvhiclr clinr-

inatcs thc African " l'l"nn factor' Africa as. I metaphysical battlcficld

clevoid o[ all rccognir,rl'ic' i.l.,,rlr,,lity, inkl. rvhiclr thc warrdcring I'ltrro-

oea, entcrs rt lri, p.rii. dr, ""fr"iy 
see tlte prcPostcro-tts a.ntl,pervcrsc

f;:;;l::'ilir,," IJ"tr'u nr'1t' 13 tlte rolc o[ trrot'rs for thc lrrcak-trp

o[ oue pcHy tiu'nptt" *i?d? But tlrat is not'cvcn iltc point' '['lrc rcal

question is the dehr-rn';ti;;;i"; nf Rf it:, ancl /fricans which this age-

long attitttclc t,,' to'tt'li'"tit"rrii"t*t to frxter in t'c rvorl.' And tlrc

question is rvhether ,;;.i';iri;i;'..i.rr*,o this rlclurmanization, rvhiclr

deoersonaliz.es a portlon o[the hunran race' can llc called a great rvotk

fffi:ffi'.,r*;J 
';' 

N';: u'*'""i i'r., not tiorrlrt crxrrarl's grcat talcrrts

livcrt I lcarl '/f;u'1""'ttlt'lt.., ".,""""tbly 
g.txl l)ilssilgcs atttl rtrttrttcttts:
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Tlre reaches opened before us and closed behirrd, as i[ the forest

had stepped leisurely across the water to bar the way for our return.

Its exploration of the minds o[ the European characters is often pene-

trating and full of insight. But all that has been more than fully discussed
in the last fifty years. His obvious racism has, however, not been addressed.

And it is high time it was!

Conrad u,as born irr 1857, the very year in which the first Anglican
rnissionaries were arriving among my own people in Nigeria. It was cer-
tainly not his fault that he Iived his life at a tirne when the reputation o[
the black man was at a particularly low level. But even after due allow-
ances ltavc been nrade for all the influences of contemporary prejudice
on lris sensibility there remains still in Conrad's attitude a residtre o[
antipathy kr black peoplc rvhich his peculiar psychology alone can explain.
IIis orvu account oilris 6rst encounterwith a black man is very reveal-
iug:

A certairr enornrous buck nigger encountered in Haiti fixed my
conception of blind, flurious, unreasoning rage, as manifested in
the human animal to the end o[ my days. Of the nigger I used to
drearn for years afterwards.2

Certainly Conrad had a problem with niggers. His inordinate love of
that worcl itself should be o[ interest to psychoanalysts. Sometimes his
fixation on blackness is equally interesting as when lre gives us this brief
description:

A l>lack figure stood up, strode on long black legs, waving long
blackarms....

as though we might expect a black figure striding along on black legs to

rvave rvhite arms! But so unrelenting is Conrad's obsession.

As a matter of interest Conrad gives us in A Personal Record what
arnounts to a companion piece to the buck nigger of Haiti. At the age of
sixteen Conracl encountered his first Englishman in Europe. He calls
hinr "my rrnforgettable Englishmanl'and describes him in the following
manner:

"(his) calves exposecl to the public gaze . . . dazzled the beholder
by the splendor o[ their marble-like condition and their rich tone
of yotrng ivory. . . . The light of a headlong, exalted satisfaction
rvith tl-re rvorld of rrren. . . illumined his face. . . and triumphant
eyes. In passing he cast a glance of kindly curiosity and a friendly
glearl of big, souncl, slriny teeth . . . his rvhite calves twinkled strrr-

dlly. " r

2. |onalr Raskin, 'l'he lrlylhology ol lnperiolisnt
lN.Y.: Randorr llorre, l97l) l{i.
i. Ilcrrrrrl O. N.levcr, iVl.l)., /oscplr Corvatl: A

Psychunalytic Bi.qraplry (Princcton: l'rinceton UP,

r967) l0
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Irrational love antl irratiorral hatc iostting together in the lteart of tlrat

;;il;J, iur,r"nt".l rnan' Bttt whereas irrational love tnal' at rvorst

";;;r"1., 
[t olirh ,.t, of indiscretion, irratiorral hate can endanger- the

;#:;il;';;";;,,nitv. N.t""llv conrad is a dream for psvchoana.lvtic

.riti.r. p"rfrrps the most dttnitta 
'tuay 

of hi1 in this direction is by

il;;;;iC. ileyer, M.D' In lris lengthv book.Dr' lvlever follows werv

i".."i"rfrfl f.ri t."a sometimes inionceivable ones.) to :-qlil'] 9"i;
rJ. n, an exatuple he gives us long disquisitions on tlre stgtrthcallce oI

hair ancl hair-cuttir.rg in Con'otl- ina y"t no-t even one word is spared

i"r'r,i,l,iii"t.-to trir.L;;.pi.. Not even rhe rlisctrssi.r of conracl's

,r*it.rriiit* ,uo, .nnugh';lpa'k off in Dr' Meyer's mind those other

;;ilil;;;i";i". ttro,'gi-,tt' wirich onlvleads one.kr surlnise that Wester,

usvc6oa,alyst, ,r,urt ,.gri.l tir. una of ,ocisn, diqrlayed.by gnYd 1t

;i;l*.l;;1;;;,ri,i.'pi?t tr.," pro.foundlv imp.rtant work do.e bv lrr.ntz

Frnon i,i the psychiatric hospitals o[ Frerrcl.r Algerta'

Whatever Conratl's problents were' yotl miglrt say he is norv safc'ly

rleacl. Quite tr,,". U-,,tn'i';;;;iv il; i';art of rLrkness plagues trs still'

Which is why an "tt.;;; 
;;'deplorable book can be describecl by a

serious scholar'.r ",*o"g tf" U'fi dozerl greatest short novels in the

English larrguage." n'i it'ily-ii it toclay,pJrhaps tlre most conrnrottly

nrescribed novel i' t*."tiift*t'tury'literattire coilrses in E,glish
'Deoartments of Alnerican universities'"Tffi;;;;;ffi;tl;g-u,,d, on which what r havc sairlso far ma1'

be cor.rtestecl. The first i;if i it is no concern o[ fiction to please people

about whom it is written' i'*iii go 
'lo"g 

with that' But I arn not talking

about pleasing people' i;;;lffi 'b5trt 
a book which parades-in the

most vulgar fashion p*it*iittt "al't'ult' 
from. rvhich a section of t.nan-

i.jrJfr"tlrfr.i.a ,"ilfilg"'ies and atrocities in the past and continttes

to do so in many *ry, nJ*'ny places today l am talking about a story

i" *ii* irr" veiy humanity of [lack people is callecl in qucstiotr'

Secorrdly, I mav be ;i;;li;s;ti"'thc srouncls of actualitv' Conrad'

after all, <lid sail ,1"*" th;'';'ti; in tggo"**ttt't mv own fat'er was still

a babe in arms. Ho* lotlta I itancl up more than fifty years aftcr'his

death and purport to contradict him? My answcr is that as a sensillle

man I rvill not accept it"t "y 
i'*fler's tales solcly on thc groLrnds that

i ;;;; ;;i macle the i;;;"ti mvself' I will.not trust the eviclence evetr

o[a nratr's vcry cycs t'#';'i;;;;t tltcrn t<) l>c as iarrndicetl as Conrad's'

Ancl we also happcn t" t""* tfl't Conrad rvas' in tlre words of his biog-

rapher, Bernard C. Mt;;; :';oio'io"ty inaccttrate in the rer.rdering o[

his own historY."{
Butmoreimportantl>yfaristlrealrr.rnclarrttcstirnolryallotrtCorrracl's

,";;; -rilir *e coultl gatlrer if ivc wcrc so inclinctl frorn otlrcr sotrrccs

:lii$i;i,';iisl,i i;;,i';;i;ti,ink tlrat tl,csc_1,co17lc riltrst h,N'cI:Kl rrtl,cr

;;;il;, irzriao *.rgi,rg into thc evil foresr or nraterializ.ing otrt ot

'1. Nlcycr, P 3(1.
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As I saicl earlier conrad clid not originate tlre image o[ Africa whiclr

*" n*t in his l>ook. It rvas a,d is theilornina.t image of Africa in t5e

W.ri.r. l*rgirration ar.r4 Conrad merely l:ro,g6t the peculiar gifts of

ltis own ,,-,ini tn bear on it. Iior reasons which can certainly ttse close

,rufi"i"*i.rf i.r1uiry t6e West scems to s.ffer deep-anxieties about the

orl.rrio,irn.r, olits civilization and to have a rreed for constant reass't-

In.. trv c.rnparis., witS Aflrica. I[ E,rope, adva,cing in civilizatio,,

lo"fa 
".rt 

a l,rck'arcl gla,cc ltcri.dically at Africa trallpccl irr pri,rortlial

frrrfrrtity it corrltl ,oy *ith faiih and feeling: There go I btrt for the gracc

of Gocl.'Africl is t()'l,luroPc its llrc llicttrrc is to l)orian cray-a carricr

onto whont the rnaster ,'irl.rads his physical arld nroral def<rrnlities s<l

if,.ifr. ,"ry go for*,,t.l, erect and immaculate ' Consequcntly Africa is

,",n.ifrlrg io"lre avoicled irrst as the picture-has to be hiclden away to

rrf.g*tJifr. rnln's icopartlotrs integrity' .5:"p away -fronr 
Africa'. or

;i;;iMr. Kurtz o[ Heari of Darkness should have heeclecl that warning

,"i ,ir. pt"*f ing horror in ltis heart would have ke$ its placc' chained

i"'it, irii. s.,t 5Z ioolishly exposed himself to the wild irresistible allure

of tlre jungle ancl lo! tl.re clarkrress found him out'-'i;; 
;t Jrigirrl co,ception of this essay I lrad.tSo.glrt to conclu6e it

ni".ly on art"allpropriately positiue rrote in which I rvotrld suggest fronl

;v pli"ii.g.a position in Airican and Western cultttres some advantages

iir: w;;i ;itit-J.riu" from Africa once it rid its mind of olcl prejudices

,"i t.gr" ,,iinok at Africa not through a haze o[distortions and cheap

,/rtiniotinnt brrt qrrite simply as a co-ntinent of peoplc-not angels' l>trt

nJi ,r.lir.,"rtary sottls cither--itrst people, often lrighly- giftcd pcoplc

,na ofrcn strikingly,successftrl in their enterprise with life and society'

g,,t ,t f thotrght"more abotrt the stereotype image' .about 
its grip ancl

;;r;;;*;";t,ibout t6e willftrl tenacitv with which the West 6olds it to

itrlr".t,' *f,.,r I t6oug6t o[t5e West's television ancl citrema and trews-

prp.rr, ,rr",l, books r"cad in its scl]ools ancl out o[ school, of churchcs

nreacltins to etllDty pews abotrt the neecl to sentl help kl the heathen in

[fri.., f ?"rf ir.i ti,,it r]o easy optimisrn was possible . A,cl tlrere was, itt

anv case. sortrcthing totally wrong in offering lrrihes to llre wcst in rchtrtl

i"iI* g"ti.plnio,iof nfii.r. Ul"timately t5e abandonment of unwlrole-

;;;'fircwlris rnttst l>e its own and oniy reward' Althotrgh I have trsed

ih;';;;.I i,illful t few times 6ere to c6aracterize the west's view o[

Airf.rl'*,r.i *.ff be t6at wlat is lrappening_at this stagc is.,.rore alii,

io ."n"- ,"ti"n thirn calcrrlatc<l rnalicc, wlriclr docs rtot rlrakc tlrc sittl-

atiotr more llut less hoPeful.
The christian scien'ce Monitor, a paPer rnore enlightcnecl tlran most,

once carriecl an interestirg article written by its Eclucatiolr litlitor on t5c

r"ri"," pv"f,.fogical an<liearning problenx faced bv Iittle chiltlren who

,t""1 .""'frreu;ge at horne aucl ti"n go to sclrool rvltere srlrnetlring elrc

i[r"r..t. il tirt 'o-*,.1.-r",rging articll taking, in Spanis'-speaking clril-

,ir.i., i, A,rerica, thc c5ilclr-cnLf migra,t Italia. ',vorkers i' Cermatty,

iir. q,,ratirirgu.i ph.,-,n,lletrou itt ltialaysia' and so or.r' And all tlris

i

t

160 Crrrnu,r Acrrrnr

it simplv to plague Marlorv ancl his dispirited band. For as it happened,
soorr after Conracl hacl rvritten lris book an event o[ lar greater conse-
(luencc u,as taking place in the art rvorld of Europe, This is how Iirank
\\/illett, a Britislr art historian, describes it:

Carrgin had gone to Tahiti, the most extravagant individual act o[
ttrn.ring to a non-European culture in the decades imrnediately before

and:rftcr 1900, r'vhen Iiuropcan artists rvere avid for ncr,v artistic
cxpcricnces, l>rrt it rvas only al>out 190+-5 that African art bcgan to
rnirkc ils distinctivc irnllact. Onc piece is still identi6able; it is a

nrask that hail been givert to iVlaurice Vlanrinck in 1905. I-le rec-
ords tlrat Dcrain rvas 'spccchless' and 'stunned' when he saw it,
borrglrt it froln Vlanrinck and in turn showed it to Picasso and
IVlatissc, u,ho rverc also grcatly affected l>y it. Arnbroise Vollard
tlrcrr lrorrou,crl it arrd lrad it cast irr l>ronzc. . . . The rcv<llution of
hr.cntictli century-art rvas uuder way! 5

'fhc mask in c;trestion was uracle by other savages living just north of
Conrad's River Congo. They have a name too: the Fang people, and are
t'itlrorrt a rloulrt arnong thc rvorld's greatest rnasters o[ the sculptured
ftrnrr. '['hc evcnt [irank Willett is referring to nrarked the lrcginning o[
cullism and the infusion of new life into European art, which had run
cornpletcly otrt ol strength.

'l'lrc point of all this is to strggest that Conrad's picture of the peoples
of tlrc Congo seenrs grossly inadcquate even at the height of tlreir sul>-
jcctiorr to tlre ravagcs of King Lcopolcl's International Association for the
Civilization of Central Alrica.

Travcllers rvith closed mirrds can tell us little except abotrt themselves.
Btrt cven those rrot blinkerecl, like Conracl with xenopltobia, can be
irstonishirrg blincl. I-ct me tligrcss a little here. One of the greatest and
nrost intrcpicl travellers of all time, IVlarco Polo, journeyecl to the Far
Ilust fronr thc Mecliterrauean in the thirteenth centrrry arrd spent twenty
ycars irr the cortqt of Ktrblai Khan in China. On his return to Venice he
sct rlorlrr in lris l>ook cntitled Description of theWorld his imprcssions o[
tlte pcoplcs and places antl custonrs he had seen. But there were at least
hvo extraorclinary or:rissions in his accor-rnt. He said nothing about the
art of printing, unknown as yet in Europe but in full flower in China.
Ile eithcr did not notice it at all or if he did, fai]ed to see what use
lirrropc cotrld possiblv have for it. Whatever thc reason, litrrope had to
rvait arrotlter lrurrdred years for Gutenberg. But even nrore spectacular
rvas I\4arco l)olo's onrission o[ any reference to the Creat Wall of China
ncarlt'{,[)00 nriles long ancl alrca.dy urore than I,000 years old at the
tinrc oflris visit. Again, he nray not have seen it; btrt the Great Wall of
Chirra is thc only structure built by man which is visible fronr the nroonl6
lndccd travellers can be blincl.

5 ltrrrl,\\rillctt.,\/hnrn Art(N.\'.: Ilacgcr, l97l) urindcbtcdtoJ',le lorrneyofNltrcoPoloasrcue-
i5-36 atcd h1, artisl Michael [,'orcrnrr, publishcd by
(r. lrrrrtlrcrrrrrissirrrofllrcOrealWallofClrina,l Pegosuslvlagazine,l9T4.




