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Abstract:The article discusses navigation and the sailing ship both as real and heterotopic 

space in Joseph Conrad’s fiction, thus combining Michel Foucault’s theory on space with 

ecocritical and ecological views which look at nature (the sea) and the ship (material and 

human) as special interconnected spaces. According to these views, the shore, the strip of coast 

between land and sea is looked at as a liminal space that connects the atmospheric wilderness 

of the sea with the material land. What is the distinction between real, fictional and heterotopic 

spaces? What is their relation to liminality, hyperobjects and wilderness? How does 

ecocriticism apply these concepts to Conrad’s work?  
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Introduction 

In blue ecology, sailing may be perceivedas trespassing or wounding the pristine oceanic 

wilderness, just like furrowing, ploughing and mining and their effects on land. In many of his 

novels Joseph Conrad uses the terms generally empolyed when describing land work to depict 

ship sailing on oceans. One such example is “Typhoon” from which we will quote the 

following passage: “The Nan-Shan was ploughing a vanishing furrow upon the circle of the 

sea” (10). On the other hand, wilderness retaliates on sailors for human intrusion through 

storms (The Nigger of the ̔ Narcissus’, Lord Jim, “Typhoon”), stranding (“The Partner,” “Freya 

of the Seven Isles,” The Rescue), accidents  (Lord Jim,“Youth”), winds and disease (“The 

Shadow Line,”The Nigger of the ̔ Narcissus’). In his whole work, Conrad expresses the sailors’ 

dual feelings for the sea: love and hatred, or, in his own words: “Odi et amo” (Mirror of the 

Sea 71). His characters feel either addiction or phobia to the sea, as Conrad himself explains in 

Notes on Life and Letters and illustrates in The Mirror of the Sea among other works. Ever 

since their first audacity at trespassing the oceans, men and their animistic ships have been 

punished by wilderness with death. Conrad stigmatizes the sea as ecophobically opposable, 

manageable only by the crew’s solidarity. The sea is a pitiless unimpressionable idol. As he 

himslef states in The Mirror of the Sea, it “has no generosity” and its “manly qualities” do not 

touch its “consciousness of power”(72).   

 

 

Navigation and the Ship as Heterotopia 

Conrad denounces navigation as the use and abuse of the sea through ecocritical 

anticornucopian arguments in “A Smile of Fortune” in which he states that the beauty of the 

sea ought not to be used for trade, killing or traffic of a “homicidal and desperately mercantile 
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world,” because spell and business are incompatible: “Why must the sea be used for trade - and 

for war as well? Why kill and traffic on it?” (Smile of Fortune 5) On the other hand, he starts 

“Youth” by expressing the nationalistic pride of sailing as a British traditional trade, a 

symbiotic “interpenetration” of the sea and the whole social life of England. 

 

This could have occurred nowhere but in England, where men and sea interpenetrate, 

so to speak - the sea entering into the life of most men, and the men knowing something 

or everything about the sea, in the way of amusement, of travel, or of bread-winning. 

(Youth 71) 

 

Conrad praises the English gift for sailing, an “inborn” trait, existing in the phenotype of an 

insular people (10). He closes the story with a paradoxical statement: though the sea gives 

nothing but ecophobiogenic “hard knocks” and the chance to show off valour, it is valued in 

ecocentrism more than any other satisfactions land can offer. 

In the first pages of Heart of Darkness, the frame narrator also speaks about waterways 

and the glorious navigation traditions of Britain. Countries have always been connected by 

navigation to seas and oceans’ “interminable waterway” (5) networks, linking the shores of the 

earth rhizomatically, serving trade, colonization, and war. Victorian England boasts to be the 

greatest colonial empire covering all continents and, therefore, sailing becomes essential for 

creating and maintaining it. The frame narrator sees the sailors as the knights errant who carry 

the torch and the sword.  They do not bring only war, but also civilization, reterritorializing 

culture and creating empires: “Hunters for gold or pursuers of fame, they had all gone out on 

that stream, bearing the sword, and often the torch”, sowing “the seeds of commonwealths, the  

germs of empires” (Heart of Darkness 7). This eulogy is paralleled in Lord Jim by Marlow’s 

praise of  the seventeenth century English and Dutch adventurers, who were “heroic,” 

“pathetic”, not motivated by greed, but by “an inward voice” and who sailed “because the 

passion for pepper seemed to burn like a flame of love” (173), therefore they would “forswear 

their souls” for it (Lord Jim 173).  

 However, in Heart of Darkness, Marlow undermines the frame narrator’s idealizing 

speech by his unsettling remark on the similarity of the colony - metropolis relationship in both 

ancient and modern times. The hyperobject status of water results in the equivalence of the 

Thames, the Congo and their Malay tantamount, the Pantai, as routes for colonization and 

imperialism. The world’s waterways link historical ages and empires in a mesh in the 

synchronicity of the nonsynchronous. In Heart of Darkness, the Thames indicates both the 

Roman Empire and the modern British Empire, the Congo recalls the dynosaurs’ era and the 

primitive age is simultaneously linked with Belgian imperialism. All these ages are brought 

together in the tide of the Thames estuary. Progress is illusory, and history is tidal, temporally 

resumable to the tide while the ebb and flow of the world is spatially summed up to the estuary, 

which becomes the chronotope of the novella, if I were to apply the Bakhtinian term to space. 

 The heterotopia of the ship is a favourite literary theme in Conrad’s fictional work. In 

The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus,’ the ship starts the journey as an artefact of the land, with her 

own life, in a circle of solitude, like insular Britain. Conrad expresses his nostalgia for sailing 

ships and resentment for the industrial future of steam sailing in The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus’, 

for example.  Starting her voyage, the ‘Narcissus’ is both “a small planet” and a satellite, “a 



 

13 
 

fragment detached from the earth” (13). She meets other similar heterotopias (“small planets”) 

and she is alive “with the lives of those beings who trod her decks; like that earth which had 

given her up to the sea” (12). In “august loneliness” with “a sordid” fate of a transport tool, the 

ship belongs to the astronomical order, being watched in pathetic fallacy, with 

anthropomorphic curiosity, by the sun and the stars (13).  

At the end of the novel, the Narcissus enters the Channel and England’s image mirrors 

the beginning as a ship carrying millions of lives, “freighted with dross and with jewels, with 

gold and with steel” (62), symmetrical to the Narcissus looking “like the earth” (12) at the 

beginning, carrying antithetical commodities metonymical for industry, art, wealth and war. 

England is isolated by waters and the Narcissus discovers her own image in England’s 

reflection in the Channel, both mirroring each other in the sea. Gustav Morf states that ships 

stand for countries in Conrad’s fiction (Morf 151). Michel Foucault declares that the ship is a 

typical heterotopic space, while Cesare Casarino considers that Conrad’s whole fiction is “the 

ship as the heterotopia of Western civilization” (Casarino 28). The ship’s animism is self-

understood to Conrad, who feels the need to note at the end of the novel that “She had ceased 

to live” (54). Formerly a being, “she,” the ship becomes “it,” a thing in berth. Therefore, the 

ship is alive only on sea, while stuck in a port, the vessel is dead, it becomes a thing.   

  Conrad closes A Personal Record with an evocation of the Red Ensign, the symbol of 

Britain’s maritime power. The two decades he spent under it are described as “the best part of 

his life” (51). Conrad had set his life goal since boyhood to become “a British seaman” (51) 

and his pride is expressed in the final paragraph of A Personal Record and in the last chapter 

of The Mirror of the Sea. In Writing from Within (2005), Andrea White sees The Mirror of the 

Sea as a covert expression of exile attaching Conrad’s genealogy to the British sea knights in 

a Bildungsroman reflecting “the subject’s growth into an able, initiated British seaman [under] 

the tutelage of predecessors and tradition” (White 244), in a line of sailors including Nelson, 

whom he evokes in “The Heroic Age,” written for the centenary celebration of the battle of 

Trafalgar. 

 During Conrad’s maritime career, ship transport declines, steamers take over, and the 

disappearance of brigs, non-polluting vehicles closer to nature, is a poignant theme in his 

fiction. Conrad recalls his interview for the marine officer certificate and the examiner’s 

forecast, infirmed by the seaman’s career: “‘You will go into steam presently. Everybody goes 

into steam.’ Here he was wrong. I never went into steam - not really” (Personal Record 45). 

Conrad despises steamers, considering them to be inferior vessels and speaks with infinite love 

of sailing ships, led by a more-than-human power, “bordering upon the magic of the invisible 

forces, sustained by the inspiration of life-giving and death-dealing winds” (Mirror of the Sea 

34). He prefers the “natural function” of pteromorphic sailing ships, comparing “the setting of 

their sails [to] the unfolding of a bird’s wings” (Mirror of the Sea 15). 

 One cannot trick animistic brigs in the sailing art (The Mirror of the Sea, A Personal 

Record), because they react by sentient poor performance: “Of all the living creatures upon 

land or sea, it is ships alone that cannot be taken in by barren pretences.” They “will not put up 

with bad art from their masters” (Mirror of the Sea 19). In fauna, in ship building and in sailing 

art alike, the extinction of species is irretrievable, overlapping aesthetics and ecology. Again, 

according to Conrad, “[a]n art which has passed away is never reproduced. It is utterly gone 

out of the world as the song of a destroyed wild bird” (Mirror of the Sea 16). It also means the 
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extinction of the sailor species, the centaur-manboat, able to defeat wilderness with his tiny 

ship in asymmetry of power: “What is the array of the strongest ropes, […]  and the stoutest 

canvas  against the mighty breath of the infinite, but thistle stalks, cobwebs and gossamer?,” 

comments Conrad on the novel (20) Yet, the ship can win unhoped for performances: “like a 

sea-bird going to rest upon the angry waves, she will lay out the heaviest gale” (30), amazing 

her sailor.  

 In The Rescue, the water-mirrored swan image of Lingard’s brig appears at the start of 

the first chapter. He anthropomorphizes her as a female human presence, “perfect because a 

wandering home; his independence, his love - and his anxiety […] always desirable - like a 

strange woman; always tender - like a mother” (Rescue 6). He declares that he is osmotic to 

the brig and that, without her, he is disarmed. In Joseph Conrad and the Anxiety of Knowledge 

(2014), William Freedman notes that, of all the “hyperbolic paeans” addressed by Conrad to 

ships, Lingard’s are the most passionate (127). In The Shadow-Line, the young captain 

anthropomorphizes the ship as Sleeping Beauty, he is her Prince Charming and his command 

is a wedding tie  “to sink or swim together” (16) as well as a rite of passage: “She was there 

waiting for me […] the test of manliness, of temperament, of courage and fidelity” (16).  

 

Water-Land Liminal Spaces   

Conrad sees the sea and the shores animistically, as already revealed by Iovino and 

Oppermann:“The sea, as a pulsating nonhuman agent, functions as a vital force” (2012: 81). In 

their study, Iovino and Oppermann choose the following quote from Heart of Darkness, 

 

Watching a coast as it slips by the ship is like thinking about an enigma. There it is 

before you - smiling, frowning, inviting, grand, mean, insipid or savage and always 

mute with an air of whispering,“Come and find out” (HD 19).  

 

with a view to illustrating “the most conspicuous qualities [of the sea] associated with agency” 

(81). 

 

Conrad sees the coast as apparently mute, but actually whispering as a co-locutor, 

inviting the sailor to explore it. In a geological analysis of Conrad’s fiction, the recurring 

concept of ‘shore’ also includes ‘mud’ and ‘sand.’ As the area separating land from water, it is 

present in Conrad’s fiction as a site with various functions, of which I mention: hiding (“The 

Secret Sharer,” “The Planter of Malata”), tryst (Almayer’s Folly), farewell (Almayer’s Folly), 

shipwreck (“Amy Foster”, “The Partner”, “Freya of the Seven Isles”), dwelling (The Rescue, 

Almayer’s Folly), drowning as suicide (Nostromo,The Secret Agent, “The Planter of Malata,” 

“The Idiots”), banishment (An Outcast of the Islands), and murder (Lord Jim, Nostromo).  

 ‘Mud’ and ‘clay’ are elements used by Conrad with multiple symbolic values. Mud 

stands for moored ship burial in The Rescue and for human burial in Heart of Darkness. When 

Kurtz dies, he is disdainfully buried in a “muddy hole” (Heart of Darkness 100). In “Amy 

Foster,” mud also functions as a place of death. Mr. Swaffer’s toddler granddaughter nearly 

drowns in a muddy pool. Yanko Goorall’s agony is in a muddy puddle, too, by exposure to a 

wintry night. Mud is also the sign of lack of dignity which Goorall suffers in his lonely exile 

among the hostile English. In Lord Jim, mud-swallowed Jim struggles wildly to reach the land. 
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His saved self, covered in mud, is a new different person: after having buried himself alive, 

“he struck out madly, scattering the mud with his fists” (193). The protagonist’s scrape mud 

drowning represents his death, resurrection, and baptism, his starting life anew like an Adamic 

clay creature. Clay is to be found in the scene with the three sorceresses in Heart of Darkness, 

those who lead the black tribe crowd and who are “plastered with bright red earth from head to 

foot” (96).  

 On shores, thresholds express symbolic warnings. In “The Idiots,” Jean-Pierre’s death 

is heralded by the ominous image of his mother-in-law’s house threshold on a tide-swept shore: 

“The house stood alone among the rocks A lane of mud and stones ended at the door.[…]On 

stormy nights, when the tide was out […] fifty feet below the house, resembled an immense 

black pit” (201). Conversely, “at high tide the returning water assaulted the ledges of rock in 

short rushes” (201). Isolated either by mud in an immense pit at low tide or by waves at high 

tide, this cursed place is a warning from the environment about Susan’s doomed genotype and 

forbidden childbirth, in a biosemiotic sign that is ignored, therefore triggering multiple 

tragedies. 

 Conrad’s shores are sites of entanglement of different historical ages, of mysteriously 

severed history and memory in wastelands as wilderness retrieved by nature. The first 

appearance of Leggatt in “The Secret Sharer” is in a “crazy” and “mysterious” shore scenery, 

abandoned by men for enigmatic reasons. Traces of a former settlement speak of suspended 

history: “lines of fishing-stakes resembling a mysterious system of half-submerged bamboo 

fences” (91). His departure occurs at a symmetrically mysterious shore, the Erebus gate Koh-

ring: Leggatt’s crime has made of him an amphibious runaway, whose survival is foreseen as 

doubtful. Koh-ring is an intertextual heterotopic evil shore that also appears in The Shadow-

Line, in which it keeps the ship still in its vicinity, for seventeen windfall days, revealing a 

more-than-human superstition power.In Almayer’s Folly, the shore of Nina’s departure is later 

transformed by Almayer into sand tombs for her footprints, to erase her memory and hinder 

reification. He is so fascinated by the river that he identifies his heart beats with the vibrant 

water pulsations and wishes that both beatings would simultaneously stop, ending his suffering 

(111). In both “The Idiots,” The Shadow-Line, “The Secret Sharer” and Almayer’s Folly, the 

warning, memory erasure and relativization of history by cyclicality happen on shores, spaces 

between water and land where time is tidally modified. 

 

Atmospheric Wilderness as a Hyperobject 

In an ecocritical study of Conrad’s fiction, atmosphere is, like hydrosphere, a hyperobject. Air 

is ‘viscous,’ an elusive part of vegetal and animal organisms imperceptible to man. It is 

‘molten,’ adhering to objects as mist or clouds. It is ‘nonlocal,’ circulating round the globe as 

winds or windfall (The Mirror of the Sea, The Nigger of the ʽNarcissus', The Shadow Line) or 

as gales (“Youth,” The Nigger of the ʽNarcissus', “Typhoon”). It is ‘phasal,’ passing through 

light/ dark, colourless/ colourful, cold/ hot, dense/rarefied, static/dynamic dichotomies, all 

depending on altitude, latitude, season, time, atmospheric pressure, and pollution. It is 

‘interobjective,’ either a connector or an insulator, detectable only by its imprint. 

Winds, gales, light, dark, temperature, humidity are united in the wilderness of the 

global hypersphere. Air appears in various hypostases: pollution, perfumes, imperialistic 

winds, light, dark and sunset as death warning or shelter, crime hider, bewildering fog and 
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extreme temperatures endangering human life. The theme of atmospheric pollution links the 

‘Wilderness’ with the ‘Pollution’ tropes.  In “Youth,” the smouldering coal freight is a source 

of fumes along the ship’s trail: “Enormous volumes of smoke, whitish, yellowish, thick, greasy, 

misty, choking, ascended, as high as the trucks,[…] a poisonous cloud” (83). In contrast, the 

fragrant atmosphere of the eastern wooded shores appears at the end of “Youth” as a romantic 

heterotopia of compensation, the approach to the East is olfactive spell: “a puff faint and tepid 

and laden with strange odors of blossoms, of aromatic wood” (95). Similarly, in “A Smile of 

Fortune,” the rotten potatoes freight stench obsesses the captain, ironically contrasting with the 

luring scents of Jacobus’s flower garden. 

Winds are anthropomorphic male characters. The mightiest, the West Wind and the 

East Wind, divide oceanic climate imperialistically. The Atlantic West Wind is a Viking, the 

Pacific East Wind has oriental duplicity. The sailor is intentionally annihilated in gales, 

“blinded and deafened […] submerged, obliterated, dissolved, annihilated […]as if [his] limbs, 

too, had turned into water” (Mirror of the Sea 46). In “Typhoon” the anthropomorphic gale 

attacks a sailor “like a personal enemy” (17) who tries to “fasten upon his mind” with its human 

voice (25) In return, humans overwork ships, like Captain Alistoun of the ‘Narcissus,’ who 

asks the ship “to do too much,” to fatalistic Singleton’s disapproval: “The old man’s in a temper 

with the weather, but it’s no good bein’ angry with the winds of heaven” (Nigger of the 

Narcissus 20). 

Sailors have superstitions connected with winds: with dying or dead people aboard, 

wind falls and ships are stopped (The Shadow-Line, The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus’). When 

Wait is buried, the wind rises, while in The Shadow-Line, wind falls at the latitude where the 

late wicked captain was buried. 

 Conrad’s characters are photosensitive, vibrant matter influences their actions through 

light/dark, colour or mist. Night and fog hide mischief, they are the time of theft and murder 

(Nostromo, Lord Jim, The Secret Agent), while dawn and clearing unveil guilt and madness in 

the runaways’ lifeboat (Lord Jim). In Conrad’s fiction, light often contradicts traditional 

symbolism. It can provoke paradoxical reactions: the brightness of “starry nights” triggers 

Marlow’s depression at the thought of man’s loneliness and the earth’s puniness as compared 

to the immense “soulless universe” (25).  

 In The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus,’ the light/ dark opposition sets light as order versus 

dark as chaos. The beginning of the novel is designed on this opposition: “Mr. Baker, chief 

mate of the ‘Narcissus,’ stepped in one stride out of his lighted cabin into the darkness of the 

quarter-deck. Above his head […] the night watchman rang a double stroke. It was nine 

o’clock” (2). The mate comes out into the dark to call the muster, so he asks for “a good lamp” 

(3). The bell, the lamp and the muster bring order into the chaos of the night. In another scene, 

a Norwegian sailor, member of the ‘Narcissus,’ crew, chattering animistically with the sun, 

loses the sense of separation from the elements, identifying himself osmotically with the 

cosmos.  

 In “The Tale” (1917), a barrel discovery at sea in the fog by the Commanding Officer 

determines a death sentence passed on the Northman: the paranoid officer’s thinking and acting 

are caused by the discovery of “a barrel of a certain shape and colour” (23), an ‘intervener,’ a 

‘quasi-causal operator’ in the void of the fog wilderness. In a large number of Conrad’s tales, 

the decisive element of the narrative is neither the subject nor the object of the incident, but the 
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instrument/ intervener or deodand as defined by Jane Bennett, as part of human-nonhuman 

assemblages, with things becoming agentive and causal in “a materiality suspended between 

human and the thing” (Bennett 2010:9). In Conrad’s fiction, hazard as the universe’s justice 

includes agentive deodand objects that determine the human actors’ destinies, their “being in 

the right place at the right time” (Bennett 9). 

 Jeffrey McCarthy finds that the existence of things beyond the consciousness “makes 

object-oriented ontology a key player in the new materialism’s conversations about nature’s 

relation to humanity” (6).  Jarica Linn Watts notes that the First World War reveals to Conrad 

that “suddenly humanity is forced to recognize the permanence - and indeed the thing power, 

the staying power - of objects in relation to the transience and the ephemerality of man” (Watts 

226). The narrating Commanding Officer admits that all that remains of submarine-sunken 

ships may be a suspicious looking object on the grounds of which he sentences to death the 

Northman, in spite of the denial of the crime, thus obliging him to live with doubt and the 

obsession of guilt in a moral fog.  

 

Conclusion  

Conrad is a master of ecophobic descriptions of extreme temperatures and man’s power of 

endurance of both heat and frost. In Heart of Darkness, the land literally boils: “The sun was 

fierce, the land seemed to glisten and drip with steam” (19), the river is a cauldron of heat, the 

air is “warm, thick, heavy, sluggish” (48), opposing human intrusion. In extreme contrast, in 

The Mirror of the Sea, Amsterdam’s winter on the ice-bound frozen ship, no longer “she,” but 

“it,” a “corpse,” does not succeed in stopping the sailor from dwelling in a “chilly burial niche” 

(27)  berth, clearly evoking a tomb. The use of oppositions in nature is a Romantic feature and 

Conrad makes plenty of use of contrasting elements. However, His best touch is the use of 

liminal spaces, such as shores and beaches, of mixed elements, such as earth and water (ex. 

mud / clay), and of heterotopic spaces, such as ships and harbours. Wilderness and the sea are 

terms that equally fascinated the Romantics. Yet, Conrad’s human element in both is revealed 

to ultimately overpower the hostile wilderness as part of centuries-old confrontations, in which 

the depths of the ocean and the depths of the human psyche intermingle and become part and 

parcel of an ever-going narration. 
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