Essay Tips and Telcks
Definition of “thamea”;

The statement(s), express or implied, that a text seems to be making about its subject. The theme of a work on
suffering might be that suffering is in God’s plan and should therefore be accepted. The term “theme” is generally
applied to the main idea or message in a text but is sometimes applied more broadly to include secondary ideas or
messages, hence, the characterization of themes as “major” and “minor.”

— Bedford Glossary of Critical and Literary Terms
Effective ways to discuss “theme”;

Central {major) theme. State the central theme in sentence form. This is the author’s message or thesis. It is what the
_entire text seems to ultimately be saying. {This could also be a question.). ‘
 DON'T SAY “THEMES OF” WHEN DISCUSSING THE CENTRAL THEME

Addlitional (minor) themes. You may bring up minor themes as phrases or single words, as long as those single words
are abstract notions to be pondered, such as patriotism, sacrifice, death or darkness. Minor themes may be more
vaguely stated than the central theme, which must not be.

IT IS OK TO SAY “THEMES OF” WHEN DISCUSSING MINOR THEMES

TO DISCUSS A BATTLE BETWEEN TWO NOTIONS, SUCH AS GOOD VERSUS EVIL, DON'T SAY “THEMES OF GOOD VERSUS
EVIL." INSTEAD SAY, THE AUTHOR EXPLORES THE BATTLE/FIGHT/PULL/TUG/RELATIONSIP BETWEEN GOOD AND EVIL.”

Recurring motifs (thematic elements), are images, symbols, and character types that recur and help to unify the
piece and ifluminate the central theme. You may describe motifs as “snake motif” or “water motif” if you then discuss
how the snake or water motif leads to another motif and/or to the central theme. “Perhaps as snakes and water both
move in insidious ways, so, too, does darkness, including and especially the darkness of a conqueror.”

Possible outline for an explication of Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness:

. Introduction ending with your thesis, which is {or is nearly} the text’s central theme. “The author comments
on imperialism and its prevailing legacy via a frame-story with two alternating nacrators, each of questionable
reliability, and a symbolic delving into the darkness that resides within each one of us. The Journey of the
protagonist is not only a journey into Africa, but also into the dark core of man.”

. Thesingle, most salient literary technique in Heart of Darkness, which would be frame-story.

Ail. The second most salient literary technique in Heart of Darkness, which would likely be symbolism. There is
ubiquitous mention of darkness, which represents both the literat darkness of places unknown and the
figurative darkness that resides deep within each man. Also, of course, the Congo, snakes, decapltated heads,
ivory and other objects represent a multitude of abstractions that all point to the author’s interest in
exploring the paradoxical darkness that exists inside self-righteousness,

V. The third most salient literary technique in Heart of Darkness which might be paradox, irony, foreshadowing,
shift in tone, or another.

V.  Another technique, if you have the time and inclination.

VI.  Closure, which is NOT a full-paragraph-restatement of what you have already said but is instead the point you
want to make about how these techniques all work in concert to say something cruclal about our world then
and now. This could be its own paragraph, or it could simply be a concluding sentence at the end of your last
body paragraph.
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Joseph Conrad and His Times

Joseph Conrad was born to aristocrasie Polish parents at & tme when Polund was o pan. of the
Russian empite. To avoid being drvafled o the Rossian army, he fed fiast so Prwee and thes
to England. He did not learn Euglish antil e was bwenty years old, He enteved the Mercham
Marine to coneime # carcer at sea thae he had aboady bogas in France, He varned his oentili-

“cate 45 & ship's officer and n a few vears attained the rank of captain. His carecr ak sea took
i Liverally apound the world, althongh mnost of Yis tinke was spent in Asta and the Sowth
Pacific. Eventually, he was forved 1o vetive due o health problems, Fricnds enconraged him

1o hecosne a writer. At fivst his novels and storvies were noy well seceved, and le was viewed

~as:a writer of allventurons seastories for young boys-Seme important swriters-of-his tmer—
hawever, inclading H. G, Wells and Joln Galsworthy, appreciited the quality of bis writing,
andewith their support—he evenuatly found a wider sand more appreciative sadience.

" Clearly Conrad's experience as & seafiser bad o miajor mflnence on his works, but he did noy
write only about the sea. His major focns wag the capacity of human beings 1o endereenndey
exireme concitions—the constant threat of the dissolution of humnasn integrity and « surren.
derio the darlness that he saw as the ezsential kean of the entire vuiverse. His works always
forns on wtan beings wider sivess, and he never comes to clear conclusions abont why
peaple befuve a8 they do. This amlsiguity is one of the teairs that mark hisn as o transitionst
ligare bevween yutnstreas nineteenth-century novebists and the modern weaters of the teen.
tieth century who were infiuenced by hi.

Coloninlism

Joseph Convad’ caveer a5 a sailor, from approximately 1870 1o 1900, votncided wirh the peale
of the Brivigh Empire. British colonies civeled the globe and it was suid, corsectly, thar the sun
never set on British seil. The powerfial British navy protected the sea lanes, but it was the
British merchant marine that moved people and cavgo thronghout the empive. tmperial gov.
cxnments were primanily concerned with exploiting the nstaral resources of their colonies
while wsing the volonies as matkets for their mannfactured goods. This sitnstion was fie-
quently a roatter of oppressing narive populations and taking adviugage of their relative lack
of sophistication. For the British, however, theve was also the fecling that it was their duty to
bring the fruits of civilization to the monswhite populations they governed, The contiadie.
thons bersveen the goals of greed and bringing enltre, education, and scientific enlightenmen

o native peoples weré concepts Conrad was very aware of from his expertence, but it was a

- problem tith which many edueated Ewsopeans conld nor identily Conyads worlts wene, at
Bease in pane, au effolt to make the people back bome more aware of the problems and eontra.
dictions that the colonial enterprise entailed.

http:/fwww enotes.com/documents/heart-darkness-ap-teaching-unit-79125%ction=preview... 4/30/2013
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The Novels Themes

Conpads view of the world is that theye are dmd;, chaotic forces thar contivmally chyesten

to destroy individuals and whole civilizations. The only protection front this is the resolue
steadfastness of menand their stubborn reliance on each othey no ywatter how hepeless the
sitmation or how powerful the forces of darkness may appear, In pliysics this wonld be like
the principle of esitropy, which states that 1the tendency of all organized systems is wward dis-
sohution and deeny. People die, bodies decay, civilizations (all; and only coustant effors and
atiention o preservation can hale these forces—and then only temporrily. Tn philosophy.
Conrad can be seen a3 a precuysor of the Exisientiabsts, who likewise believed that the inevi.
“table fare of each mdividual was darkanéssand oblivien, bug that homms mst not surrender
1 these destuctive impulses. o '

FThere ape some, like Kurnizgh hidended, who could not face the true natare of the darkness a
the eenter of the world; and, not only do they not comprehend it, bt wonld be destoyed

by it if thiey were foreed to confrom it, Convad believed that 1o taly understand the warld,
peaple have 1o confrant the wrne destruetive heart of the universe, bot they do so ar great rigk.

_Kuriz is destroyed by it, but Marlow sees i, partially understands 11, and is able to resist the

datk power of destmetion. Corrad sets liis story in whiat was still, in his tme, one of the fasy
great stretches of unknown territory in the workl. Fis voyage is away from the bright, ati-
ficial world of eivilizasion, into a place that is still 2 large unexplored area wlewe eivilization
completely disappears. As his vovage progiesses, we see bim teaveling Unough almost endless
stenies of disintegration and decay umil he at last arrives in the “heare of darkness.”

Mavrative Layers

Conrad learned from American novelist Henry James a new technique called the “ambign-
ous narrator,” which permitted the novelist 1o beiter represent how unvertain we must abways
b abont the words, actions and motivations of others, Eardicr novelists had vsed an “omni-
scient narrator” whe kuows what each charcier is thinking and feeling and why they act the
way they do. In Heart of Darlingss Convad ineweases the distance benween the main character
in the story (Kurz) and the reader by adding several layexs of naveative isolation. The fivst
layer of isolation vecuwrs with Conrads use of his experiences as the fresh-water comuder
of a steamboat expedition up the Conge River, which is the probable basis of the character
Marlow: The secomd layer is told from a naveator who is listening ve Marlows story. Finatly

- Marlow is & thind laver of isoktion in that he wells a siory the meaning of which ke himself

adutitredly’ does not fully understand. His stories ave, after all, “inconclusive experiences.”
The reader mst work his or her way throngly three distinet saarative layess vo reach the trugh
abour Kurtz.

“http://www.enotes.com/documents/heari-darkness-ap-teaching-unit-79125%action=preview... 4/30/2013
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