
Kurtz in Heart of Darkness 

How? 

1) Read the extract on slide 2 that builds on our understanding of racism in the Victorian period 
from yesterday’s lesson and answer the questions. 

2) Read slide 3 and then use this information as guidance for slides 4,5,6,7 and 8 as we explore 
specific extracts from the novel. 

3) Read the extract on slide 4 and answer the questions as to what the first impressions of Kurtz’s 
character are. Use slide 5 as guidance or to add more detail to your analysis. 

4) Looking at the development of the character, these two extracts on slide 6 are from later on in 
the novel. Read both and answer the questions, thinking about how Kurtz might be turning savage 
as you read. 

5) Read the large extract on Slide 8 this is when Marlow and Kurtz meet face to face. Focussing on 
how Marlow describes Kurtz, analyse how he has definitely turned savage by this point. How does 
this extract help us to see that?

6) Drawing the axis in your book like the one on slide 9 , you need to plot the ‘downfall’ of Kurtz on 
the graph. Show how you have learned he has become more and more savage as the plot has 
developed. Use quotes from your extract as you go through his downfall. 

What? To develop our understanding of the character of Kurtz. 

Why? We are able to see how being in Africa has affected this character. We can see how Kurtz has become 
different to his European colleagues and can see how the environment he is in has affected him.  



What? To develop our understanding of the character of Kurtz. 

Racism against black people grew in popularity after 1860, 
when race-based discrimination was fed by then-popular 
theories of scientific racism. Attempts to support these 
theories cited 'scientific evidence', such as brain size. 
James Hunt, President of the London Anthropological 
Society, in 1863 in his paper "On the Negro's place in 
nature" wrote, "the Negro is inferior intellectually to the 
European...[and] can only be humanised and civilised by 
Europeans.''

Read the section of an article about racism in the Victorian period. 

What does it suggest about the attitudes of people in the UK at the time? 

How does this link to the notes you made yesterday about how Marlow describes the people he meets? 

Jot down your ideas in your book. 

Despite this racist view, a lot of black people became 
incredibly successful during the Victorian period!  



In this lesson, we are going to be looking at the character of Kurtz and how he goes from being a civilised man of 
Victorian society to a savage. 

The next few slides show how the character of Kurtz develops. 

How is he shown to be a civilised and ‘normal’ Victorian man at the start of the 
novel? 

As we move through the different extracts, how is Kurtz presented as being more 
and more ‘savage’ and ‘uncivilised?’ 

How does his behaviour change? 

Consider these questions as we learn more about Kurtz this lesson. 

Until we meet Kurtz at the end of the novel, everything we learn about the character is through other people.   



Introducing Kurtz 

“One day he remarked, without lifting his head, 'In the interior you will no doubt meet Mr. Kurtz.' On 
my asking who Mr. Kurtz was, he said he was a first-class agent; and seeing my disappointment at this 
information, he added slowly, laying down his pen, 'He is a very remarkable person.' Further questions 
elicited from him that Mr. Kurtz was at present in charge of a trading-post, a very important one, in 
the true ivory-country, at 'the very bottom of there. Sends in as much ivory as all the others put 
together...'

This extract is taken from the start of the novel, Marlow is about to leave England and 
speaks to a man who works for the company. He describes his impression of Kurtz. 

Task: What does the extract below reveal about this initial introduction to Kurtz?  

Pick out key words and explode them to see what this suggests about Kurtz at the start of 
the novel. 



Introducing Kurtz 

“One day he remarked, without lifting his head, 'In the interior you will no doubt meet Mr. Kurtz.' On 
my asking who Mr. Kurtz was, he said he was a first-class agent; and seeing my disappointment at this 
information, he added slowly, laying down his pen, 'He is a very remarkable person.' Further questions 
elicited from him that Mr. Kurtz was at present in charge of a trading-post, a very important one, in 
the true ivory-country, at 'the very bottom of there. Sends in as much ivory as all the others put 
together...'

Here’s an example of how to pick out the key information from the extract before.

Make sure you take the same approach with the other extracts in this lesson. 

Only known referred to by his formal title, 
how does this suggest respect? 

What does ‘first-class’ suggest about how 
people perceive him?  

If he sends more ivory than everyone else 
combined, what does this suggest about 

how others feel about him? 
What questions might it make you ask?

If Kurtz has been put in charge of a ‘very 
important’ post – what does that suggest 

about how much people trust him? 



Kurtz starts to turn savage 

At this point in the novel, Marlow is describing a report he has read that Kurtz has written. Marlow quotes parts of Kurtz’s 
report that he wrote about Africa, focus on how Kurtz describes how he feels he is more superior than the African people. 

He began with the argument that we whites, from the point of 
development we had arrived at, 'must necessarily appear to 
them [savages] in the nature of supernatural beings—we 
approach them with the might of a deity,' and so on, and so on. 
'By the simple exercise of our will we can exert a power for 
good practically unbounded,'

Task: 

What does this extract reveal about Kurtz’s 
attitudes towards the people of Africa? 

What language shows he feels he is better 
than them? 

As Marlow continues to read the report, 
Kurtz’s language starts to change. 

Task: 

What does this part of the report reveal? 
How is this different to the first part? 

There were no practical hints to interrupt the magic current of 
phrases, unless a kind of note at the foot of the last page, 
scrawled evidently much later, in an unsteady hand, may be 
regarded as the exposition of a method. It was very simple, and 
at the end of that moving appeal to every altruistic sentiment it 
blazed at you, luminous and terrifying, like a flash of lightning 
in a serene sky: 'Exterminate all the brutes!' 



Additional Challenge - Kurtz the Savage 

.

These round knobs were not ornamental but symbolic; they were 
expressive and puzzling, striking and disturbing—food for thought and also 
for vultures if there had been any looking down from the sky; but at all 
events for such ants as were industrious enough to ascend the pole. They 
would have been even more impressive, those heads on the stakes, if their 
faces had not been turned to the house. Only one, the first I had made out, 
was facing my way. I was not so shocked as you may think. The start back I 
had given was really nothing but a movement of surprise. I had expected to 
see a knob of wood there, you know. I returned deliberately to the first I 
had seen—and there it was, black, dried, sunken, with closed eyelids—a 
head that seemed to sleep at the top of that pole, and, with the shrunken 
dry lips showing a narrow white line of the teeth, was smiling, too, smiling 
continuously at some endless and jocose dream of that eternal slumber.

When Marlow arrives at the Inner Station where Kurtz has been living for the last two years, he doesn’t instantly see 
him. Instead, he sees the hut where Kurtz has been living. Outside of the hut are severed heads on poles. 

Apparently, these are the heads of men who disobeyed Kurtz.

Task: 

How does the setting help to 
create the idea of Kurtz being 

savage?

How does he react to seeing these 
heads on poles? 

Make some notes in your book.



I tried to break the spell—the heavy, mute spell of the wilderness—that seemed to draw him to its pitiless breast by the 
awakening of forgotten and brutal instincts, by the memory of gratified and monstrous passions. This alone, I was convinced, 
had driven him out to the edge of the forest, to the bush, towards the gleam of fires, the throb of drums, the drone of weird
incantations; this alone had beguiled his unlawful soul beyond the bounds of permitted aspirations. And, don't you see, the 
terror of the position was not in being knocked on the head—though I had a very lively sense of that danger, too—but in this, 
that I had to deal with a being to whom I could not appeal in the name of anything high or low. I had, even like the niggers, to
invoke him—himself—his own exalted and incredible degradation. There was nothing either above or below him, and I knew 
it. He had kicked himself loose of the earth. Confound the man! he 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. I've been telling you what we said—repeating 
the phrases we pronounced—but what's the good? They were common everyday words—the familiar, vague sounds 
exchanged on every waking day of life. But what of that? They had behind them, to my mind, the terrific suggestiveness of 
words heard in dreams, of phrases spoken in nightmares. Soul! If anybody ever struggled with a soul, I am the man. And I 
wasn't arguing with a lunatic either. Believe me or not, his intelligence was perfectly clear—concentrated, it is true, upon 
himself with horrible intensity, yet clear; and therein was my only chance—barring, of course, the killing him there and then, 
which wasn't so good, on account of unavoidable noise. But his soul was mad.

Kurtz the Savage 

This is the final part of the novel, where Kurtz’s is shown to have been influenced by his surroundings and where 
Marlow believes him to be mad and uncivilised. 

Task: What does the language here reveal about Kurtz’s character? Make some notes in your book. 



Kurtz’s descent into savagery 

Taking a full page in your book, draw 
this axis. 

Using all of the evidence from this 
lesson (including key quotes you 

have noted), you are going to plot 
Kurtz’s descent into savagery. 

Each point on your graph should 
include: 

A Quote 
An inference 

An explanation as to how savage he 
is at this point and why. 

The first one has been done for you. 

“first-class agent” 

Suggests he is respected by people in 
England. 

Shows he is not savage at all because he 
is respected by people of civilised society.  
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Review

Tomorrow we will be comparing the character of Kurtz in 
Heart of Darkness to the character of Mr Hyde in The 

Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde. 

How could these men be similar? 

Write down your initial ideas. 


