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'The clearest thing is water.' (A Catalan saying). 

On the difficulty and ‘triviality’ of the subject

Giving serious thought to water is surprisingly problematic.  Case in point:  an amateur play to which I was recently invited served up a university lecturer as an object of ridicule.  Neurotic, bumbling and unable to make himself  understood, he was, tellingly, an expert on water.  The play thus set out to comment on the paradox of gaining wisdom about 'nothing', the paradox of specialising in what is—to all appearances—not a matter for specialisation.  After all, we all consider ourselves experts on the subject of water or, at the very least, know what needs to be known.

In short, the play treated water as the very model of a ‘non-theme’, which should not to be confused with an ‘anathema’, since traditional anathemas generally constitute the sort of thing we are particularly keen on nowadays, the subject matter we find most riveting.  Water, instead, seems to present us with an outright non-theme, not a welcome anathema to exploit as the occasion demands.  Since we often forget the ease with which humanity has resorted to murder over water, the very issue of water has become, in the popular mind, as colourless, tasteless and odourless as water the substance is said to be or is supposed to be. Therefore, it must be confessed, we appear to be dealing with a subject that is so basic, so banal, so universally well-known that it can barely stand up as a theme in its own right.  Philosophically speaking, it is a substance that is so lowly, so commonplace, so ubiquitous that it winds up negating itself, its own  substantiality.  Right up until, that is, drought threatens our ability to keep fields green (or, at least, to water golf course greens!). 

But let’s turn back to water as non-theme and, very nearly, non-substance.  Defining it or even treating it as a real substance is not at all straightforward.  Surely, the problem that faces us is comparable to the one that must have been suffered by the Austrian writer Robert Musil when, on his long walkabout in search of who contemporary man is, he started the interminable (and unfinished) writing of ‘The Man without Qualities’ (its English title). In Catalan, it is known as ‘The Man without Attributes’ and I agree with José María Valverde that both ‘The Man without Qualities’ and ‘The Man without Properties’ would be better translations for the simple reason that Musil came to signal—as Zygmunt Bauman currently says of contemporary society and culture—that the human being had become liquescent, liquid, insubstantial.  Precisely like that most versatile, changing, commonplace and lowliest of liquids:  water.  That is, water is the liquid that appears to be without qualities, properties or attributes to give it profile, to stick its chest out within the hierarchy of elements. 

Water or waters?

Despite the conference title ‘Waters that Make One Think’, it would seem that water per se does not make one think particularly much.  For this precise reason, the splendid conference-organiser Eduard Cairol astutely makes use of plural, concrete 'waters' instead of the singular, but abstract 'water'.  On the one hand, ‘water’ seemingly lacks the qualities, properties and attributes of a genuine substance.  Its lowliness borders on nihilism.  It does not even appear to accept specific predicates that would embolden us to award it the category of a substantial philosophical theme.  ‘Waters’, on the other hand, calls up a tremendous wealth of concrete examples from across the culture, all well-known and  widely used:  firewater, standing water, troubled waters, deep water, holy water, mineral water, running water, whitewater, stagnant water, rosewater, open water and so forth.
Certainly, such plural ‘waters’ become concrete with adjectives like these.  They bring us nearer to being, to thingness and accident, to the symbols and metaphors that display the great cultural wealth of humanity.  Nonetheless this should not stop us from wondering why it is still so hard to address singular water as a theme. After all, it underlies everything, is common to everything, is its necessary condition.  Why are all these guises of plural waters able to hide water per se?

Physical symbol of being and nothingness

From a scientific standpoint, it may perhaps be rather a waste of time addressing what seems the most insubstantial of substances, the most liquescent of materials.  This element most lacking in attributes hardly seems worthy of our attention.  As we have seen, though, the challenge of finding a way to speak about it remains, and that may bear more than a hint of the truth in it after all.  But let’s take it step by step, since that was not case at the outset of philosophy.

'In the beginning there was the great universal ocean, infinite waste, perfect silence' 
According to the insights of Thales of Miletus, water ought to be considered—at least in terms of the living world—the common substrate that lies behind and sustains everything:  the primary matter.  From a human perspective, there is no life where there is no water, none at all in fact.  It is likely that Thales of Miletus was, in part, echoing traditional cosmogonies.  For example, Homer, in keeping with Orphic tradition, put the water divinities Oceanus and Tethys along with Styx at the beginning of time—in other words, there was water
.  In the Iliad (14.200 and 14.301), Oceanus is described as ‘the one from whom the gods are sprung’ and ‘the source of all the gods‘ (14.244), and Tethys is referred to as 'the mother'.  Even more clearly, water plays a key role in the Egyptian cosmogony, always closely linked to the water of the river Nile. It is said that ‘in the beginning there was the great universal ocean, infinite waste, perfect silence‘
.  The Babylonian cosmogony was also closely linked to rivers, namely the Tigris and the Euphrates. There it is stated that the Apsu and Tiamat were present in the beginning, representing the oceans of fresh water and seawater, respectively.

In addition, the first rendering of the creation story in the Bible (Gen 1.2b) speaks of Tehom, which was the primeval, turbulent water that encircled and imprisoned the earth.  Although God had already created the heavens and the earth, the earth ‘was without form, and void; darkness was upon the face of the deep [Tehom]. And the Spirit of God moved [instilling order and life] upon the face of the waters.’  Only from that state, then, is light created and so on.  In addition, the Indian sacred text the Rig Veda speaks of an original and ‘unknown fountainhead‘, while the Greek Empedocles based a theory of evolution on the sea, which was the original womb and source of everything.

Decisive role before and at the time philosophy began

Water, as can be seen from these few examples, played a brilliant role before and at the beginning of the history of the philosophy.  It seems to have been perfectly suited to becoming a natural, physical symbol of 'being' par excellence.  It was simply going to have to act as a key concept and metaphor in metaphysics.  Precisely because water and 'being' can be reduced to a lack of attributes, qualities and shapes, they exemplify what existed at the beginning, the necessary substrate (hypokeimenon, according to the Greeks) from which attributes, qualities and properties were able to appear.  In this way, water was seen as the primary matter of being, the very substance of life or, at least, its original, maternal womb.  From a conceptual standpoint, water and being both come to mean ‘proto-shape’ metaphorically.  This includes the initial, incipient shape and also the final, conclusive one.  On the one hand, it is the simplest denial of the assertion that nothingness does not exist.  Turning around the knowing confusion of that wording so that it is positive, the idea is to assert that there is indeed being or existence, that it is so indefinite and empty of concrete qualities, that it is the closest thing to nothingness, to the abyss.  From mythic, pre-Socratic origins, being and water are thus called to stand metaphorically for the alpha and the omega.  They point to a starting point that is so basic and foundational that it barely seems to allow for any shape at all.  It seems empty and thus, in a manner of speaking, practically nothingness.

Being or nothingness?

Glossing the beginning of Hegel’s Science of Logic, we could say that water along with its related metaphors (its metaphorologism) approximate the metaphysical category of 'being', because it tends to pure, empty formlessness.  In other words, primeval water—insofar as it takes no specific shape in contrast to plural 'waters'—seems to have lost all form whatsoever.  Thus it contains nothing available to intuition or thought, unless it be, as Hegel claimed, 'pure, empty intuition or thought itself‘.  That would equate it to the ontological concept of 'being'.  Our problem bubbles up from that very point.  If we turn from consideration of specific meanings of plural 'waters' to singular 'water' in its utter formlessness, embodying empty intuition, there is nothing in it available to thought beyond what Hegel again terms mere 'empty intuition or thought'.  Therefore, when we abandon speaking of 'waters' and determine to speak of 'water', a part of the language fails to work.  We find ourselves facing a non-theme, condemned to a difficulty so primary, immediate and shapeless that it cannot be treated as a subject. As a non-theme, it threatens to become 'nothingness, nothing less than nothingness itself.'

It is no surprise, therefore, that just as 'being' has been ignored, so too has water suffered a similar oversight.  It has hidden and differentiated itself (as Derrida would say) behind the veil of plural, metaphorical 'waters'.  That is, it lies behind the specific phenomena, things, watery entities.  Water has ceased to be one of the grand subjects of  philosophy precisely to the extent that our gaze has turned instead toward to the rich ‘waters’ of our culture, its symbols and metaphors.  Of course, this has brought a certain enrichment that has fed poets and scholars, but it has also brought some impoverishment since, as Bachelard says, ‘Water is, in that case, an adornment of landscapes; it isn’t really the 'stuff' of dreams.’

From such a fertile cosmological start with the pre-Socratics, metaphors related to 'waters' have multiplied, whereas 'water' has been reduced to a kind of nothingness.  It has lost all of its features.  Likewise, as Heidegger noted of 'being', metaphysical oblivion soon descended upon ‘water‘, while literal or metaphoric ‘waters’ gave rise to much thought.  (The more precise and the more distinctive the ‘waters‘ were, the better!)  After Thales of Miletus, the other Miletan philosophers significantly chose to privilege elements other than water as primary matter.  Anaximenes opted for air and, later, Heraclitus put fire first.  Thus, we can already see an early warning sign of the fate that we would later befall water, under the dominant metaphors of the West.  Employing that marvellous capacity of the pre-Socratics to yoke what was most abstract, transcendent and sublime to what was most concrete, everyday and down-to-earth, Heraclitus would assert that a soul is destroyed when it gains humidity (losing dryness), and behaves literally like a drunk.  ‘A man when he is drunk is led by an unfledged boy, stumbling and not knowing where he goes, having his soul moist’.  Heraclitus adds, ‘For souls it is death to become water ....’
.  Anaximander very shrewdly chose to sidestep commonplace references to construct a new, more abstract concept: the ‘apeiron’ or the Indefinite, without boundary, limit or definition.  He raises to the level of a concept the formlessness that his master Thales of Miletus had already intuited of that lowly, colourless, odourless, tasteless, transparent, but ever present and necessary stuff, water. 

This concept resonates behind the Aristotelian definition of matter as hyle, which gives concrete shape to any form in space-time (according to the medieval schoolmen, or Scholastics).  Yet while this shapeless material substrate is what makes anything (including form) actually real, it itself remains mere abtract potential….  In this sense, water is the material of life, as we understand it. It lies behind all life, and all living ‘form’ necessarily relies upon it.  For this reason, there is scientific consensus that the best way to seek signs of intelligent life in the universe, better than awaiting some coded message, is to set out after water, H2O, that colourless, tasteless, odourless liquid without which such prideful ‘intelligent’ life as ours would not be possible.

Surprising disappearing matter:  water as anti-symbol
As merely negative form

Daily life shows that water is qualitatively defined through human senses and perceptions in a basically negative way: it is colourless, tasteless, odourless, transparent and shapeless (this last one being true of all liquids and gases). On the macroscopic level, water only assumes the form of the receptacle that receives and contains it.  As the psychologist Jean Piaget showed, an understanding of the conservation of matter is only acquired at a specific stage of infantile development.  Only at that point do children stop making the mistakes commonly made in the previous stage.  The following experiment can be easily reproduced.   Take a glass pitcher full of water and pour it into a long, thin test-tube.  Ask a child which contains more water, the original pitcher or the filled test-tube.  Any children who have not yet developed the idea of conservation of matter say that there is more water in the test-tube, even though they have seen it only being filled from the pitcher.  The experiment can be done again, pouring the water in the test-tube back into the pitcher and starting from scratch.  Even so, the children do not change their opinion.  Water’s lack of macroscopic form disorients the senses and we too would be confused if we did not know that matter is neither created nor destroyed simply as a result of movement in space, which is, after all, what switching receptacles amounts to.

Water itself has no form, but it can assume any form.  Frozen, it will crystallise, turning into either fluffy, wonderful, kaleidoscopic snowflakes or heavy, rigid blocks of ice.  One might well think that the same thing happens with all liquids, and that is the case.  When speaking at the level of metaphors and symbols, however, care should be taken of the significant differences between water and other liquids.  It is quite surprising, for instance, that the human body is composed of more than 90% water; yet water has, throughout history, been largely ignored when considering bodily fluids and their influence on character, temperament or human ‘humours’.  Not a single humour is specifically ‘watery’.

As missing ‘humour’

The doctrine of the ‘humours’ (from the Greek umorem for liquid) was important in the time of Hippocrates (fifth century B.C.), and it continued to have supporters until the beginning of the 19th century.  Disease was seen to be the result of an imbalance between one bodily humour and the other three.  Beyond disease, however, it was also thought that a slight tendency or preponderance of bile generated a bilious personality type or temperament, which was violent, short-tempered, irascible, irritable, even rancourous.  If it was blood that predominated, then one was sanguine, buoyant, always ready to be tested, ready to push the limits.  Today this is linked to athletic achievement, but also to hypertension.  If phlegm
 was more predominant, then the personality type was phlegmatic (listless, complacent, unaspiring); if black bile
, then the type was melancholic (despairing, self-absorbed, solitary, always preoccupied but never occupied
, which is nowadays linked to hypochondria).

So where in the world is the watery humour or temperament? The absence is glaring and that says a great deal!  Certainly, water has been given better treatment in the field of astrology.  There it shares 'power' equally with the other three elements: fire, air and earth.  It is astonishing, though, that the essential ingredient of life and the key component of our physical bodies did not even get a mention in the way Greeks developed the theory of bodily humours and corresponding emotional states.  As we saw before, culturally speaking, plural 'waters' drew attention from water itself, and here it appears to be the turn of the bodily 'humours'.  After all, what are blood, bile and so forth, but water and little else?  Yet water, the liquid par excellence, is once again conceived as totally lacking its own specific characteristics or attributes.

As dampener of  desire

Conversely, this state of affairs is precisely what has made water so vital, ubiquitous and—it must be said—practical.  We all know that nothing quenches thirst like water for the very reason that the tiny level of salts in it (as well as the sugars) fits very well with the liquid requirements of the human body.  Yet it does not arouse the tastebuds.  It is like the apple consumed by wine tasters when cleaning the palate so as to be able to appreciate taste and smell more discerningly.  By its very nature, water is the great dampener of desire.  Its aim is not to relish something sublime (such as a fine vintage wine), but rather simply 'to quench thirst'.  (We could say 'to dampen' it.)   Obviously, today’s predilection for soft drinks that are sugary, coloured water, fortified with vitamins and minerals, spiced up with herbs and laced with all kinds of additives is further proof of a society whose genuine goal is not the simple satisfaction of needs but rather boundless, unending consumption.  A soft drink that simply killed thirst would strike a terrible blow at the unholy cycles driving today’s consumer society.  

As lacking epic grandeur:  purity, transparency, peril
Let us, however, return to water’s surprising tragedy.  Its poetic and metaphoric losses contrast sharply with the enormous wealth of water’s plural, concrete instances:  rivers, springs and fountains, seas and oceans.  Throughout history, singular ‘water’ has been divested of its vast poetic and metaphysical qualities.  In a certain sense, it has become just as transparent as diamond or glass.  Yet, diamond and glass—and not water—will always conjure up  deep poetic imagery for us.   For instance, there is a scene in Mankiewicz’s fine film Sleuth
, in which a diamond is hidden in a glass of water.  The best way to hide something transparent, after all, is to leave it out in plain sight, making it disappear in something else which is also transparent.  It works best if the something else in question is humble, ordinary and everyday, something it would take a stretch to associate with anything as valuable or extraordinary as a diamond.  After all, who would search for a diamond in a glass of water?  Precisely because we have forgotten or undervalued water’s purity and transparency (as well as constantly getting it dirty), it is a pleasant surprise to come across pristine Mediterranean coves and alpine lakes.  Their infinite clarity fills us with wonder. 
To the consternation or annoyance of some, water may even be purer than a maiden or the innocent gaze of a child.  We all know the misery and frailty of the human condition.  It comes through even in our traditional archetypes of purity and innocence (the maiden and the child).  However much they may be beloved, neither of them—no human being, in fact—could ever be as pure as water.  Yet it is they—however unoriginal it may sound—who will always stand as symbols of purity.  At another level, sailors and coastal fishing villages know that water can be wantonly cruel or dangerous.  But, inevitably, it is the crimson of blood and not the colourlessness of water that symbolises danger and death
. We have seen that water is essential for life and come to an understanding that blood, physically, is little more than water.  Yet not just danger and death, but life too is traditionally symbolised by the crimson of blood.  It somehow seems inconceivable that water could provide an equally powerful symbol.

Taking vampirism as a symptom 

Looking at the changing conceptualisations of water through history, we can see that they have tended toward banality, water’s powers belittled.  A rather significant symptom of this can be seen in the decline of a lovely, archaic myth:  the fountain of eternal youth.  It has lost ground to later, darker myths such as vampires.  Not only more modern but now much more in the forefront of the popular imagination, the vampire myth
 attributes the uncanny prolonging of vampire life to the power of the blood sucked out of, stolen from other human beings, even to the point of murder.  It is as though, in today’s society, life could not possibly be considered a natural, inexhaustible gift.  Nor could anything as banal as water be its vehicle, the same water that tamely flows from certain springs.  (Historically there have been many for which rejuvenating powers were claimed.)  Conversely, the power of blood is becoming more and more plausible in this regard, especially if it is the result of a violent, criminal act of appropriation.  In this sense, the life that the vampire ‘wins’ is equivalent to the one the victim has lost.  (It is a zero-sum game
, unlike the mysterious and inexhaustible wealth of the fountains of eternal youth or the free, overflowing, life-giving spring
, to which one only needs to bend and partake.).

The insubstantiality of water, the substantiality of rivers and seas

Beyond the post-Socratic undervaluation of water as symbol—which is to be explained later—it is plain to see that our systems of metaphors, our symbols and models, our paradigms and archetypes have all been constructed with an emphasis on rarity, sublimity and specificity.  That has marginalised this primeval, ubiquitous element, water.  As is so often the case, the lowly and mundane are no source of inspiration for a certain kind of epic poetry that seems to seek only the grandest gesture and the most sublime distinctiveness.  That may well explain why, in human metaphor, the ocean and the sea lend themselves much more to epic.  They are much more frequently treated as subjects than water, despite water being their principle ingredient.  Oceans and seas have always been little more than an immense mass of water drops!

Rivers are also much more common epic subjects.  They are defined by their power and impetuousness (especially when they burst their banks).  As the most visible and dynamic part of the water cycle, rivers have always been the most common metaphor for the cycle of life.  Our spirits or souls  are rivers that run to the sea, which represents death.  The wonderful permanence of life amid and through change has been connected to the flow of rivers, into which we could never step twice—in Heraclitus’ classic example.  Yet again, flowing water scandalously seems from all appearances to be mere accident, while the river (which is only the flow or the empty channel) appears to have substance.  We have raised the channel where the water flows to the level of substance, whereas the water itself has become nothing.  For this reason, we commonly say that ‘the river is dry’, despite a part of us exclaiming, ‘No! A river without water is not actually a real river!’ 

Taking on significant roles, nonetheless

Obviously, this piece packs a certain expressive punch insofar as its narrative or literary genre is panegyric.  However, the analysis of the myths, metaphors and symbols of water (in contrast to what was said before about the thousand waters that make one thin) leads instead to the conclusion that water’s centrality to life is not very well reflected in our philosophical, literary or cultural traditions
, not even if we take culture in its widest and most popular sense.   Instead, in its ubiquity and hushed constancy of purpose, water is overlooked, ignored by human eyes, replaced by other elements or fluids that are strange, special, unusual, out of the ordinary.  We have already seen one such set of examples presented by blood, yellow bile, phlegm and the completely fictitious ‘black bile’.  For centuries, they were together thought to hold sway over human character or ‘humour’.  Yet, at the same time, water per se or as an ingredient of these ‘humours’ was totally ignored despite being, without doubt, the most important, fundamental and ubiquitous liquid
.  Additionally, within the traditional mind-body dualism, the body has traditionally been seen as earth, even though we know it is basically made of water.  At the same time, tradition has it that the mind, or spirit, is basically made of air or fire, while wetness is considered alien and alienating:  it leaves one drunk, dull and dim-witted.  We need only recall Heraclitus’ views.   Water does not seem to make any positive contribution to the symbolism surrounding the mind or spirit either.  It seems genuinely surprising that the fourth element has suffered such a fate within the prevailing popular imagination of the West. Yet, without minimising this surprising marginalisation in any way, it must nevertheless be seen as merely relative.  This is because water has traditionally been granted at least two roles that are highly significant, essential, even indispensable.  These two roles relate to two systems or complexes of metaphors with enormous and wide-ranging implications.

Go-between, vehicle, access provider, mover, purifier

One of the key roles that traditional symbology has granted water is the role of go-between, mediator, access provider, transport, vehicle, mover. Water’s unquestioned ability to move things, helping to carry what is critical to life (both within the body and in the field of commerce), is outstanding.  Yet once again, that is often forgotten.  It is so easily taken granted that water is the real key here.  After all, what is carried is more visible than the carrier itself, and the end result appears to stand out more than the means or enabler.

Water also performs the task of carrying things away, especially those of a negative nature: filth, evil, sin.  It is widely known that water is purifying in its symbolic uses in ritual, religious contexts.  That is, it is able to wash away (bodily and spiritual) ills, readying mind and body to receive the spirit of goodness.  Carrying away evil and sin, it purifies.  So much so that the obsession with cleanliness, which was not as serious for primitive man as it is today, gave rise to the paradox of ‘washing the body while leaving the soul unclean‘
.  Recall that, in many religions, water plays an essential role in ritual ablution, and such ablution can wash away serious crime: ‘It takes forty fountains to purify one of murder’
, relates Bachelard. Water can also symbolically carry and deliver spiritual virtues in the case of Christian baptism or through ’blessed’ or ’holy’ water.

‘On the Stygian waters‘: between the world of the living and the world of the dead

Precisely because it has the virtue of linking the earthly, bodily world with the divine, spiritual one, water also plays a critical role in mediating between the world of the living and the world of the dead.  Rivers are dynamic because water is dynamic and this dynamism has definitely helped them serve as a metaphor for places of crossing over, at the boundaries of life.  Notice that once again we find ourselves thoughtlessly turning to talk of the virtues 'of specific, concrete waters' in place of water per se.  We think, for instance, of the river Lethe and Charon ferrying across the souls of the dead who, drinking of its waters, lose all memory of their past lives, according to legend
. Or we think of Hades, the Greek underworld with its Stygian waters.  On the banks of its dark, deadly currents wandered the ghosts of the dead who had not been buried (which was a terrible crime against nature, as can be seen in the Sophoclean tragedy Antigone).  Hence, pledges and oaths made 'on the Stygian waters!' were particularly solemn and even the gods themselves would make them.

Within the paradigm of spiritual communication between humans and gods, many springs have been seen as magically bestowing spiritual gifts, simply by partaking of or bathing in their waters.  Thus legend has it that, through the spring of Castalia at Delphi (where a chaste maiden running from Apollo had drowned herself), the muses inspire the poets.  Water—or rather, certain waters—can grant inspiration, creativity, talent, genius.

Place, area and medium of generation and decay

The second great symbolic role that water has been given by tradition is as the place, area and medium (again, the decisive role of mediator) in which generation takes place, in which the lifeless or inert comes alive.  Here, metaphorically, water is simultaneously semen and uterus.  In other words, it is both the generating seed (traditionally the masculine principle) and also the womb where generation takes place (the feminine principle).  The latter, however, is the more advanced and decisive, since it is only in the moist womb where new life can begin.  Only in the womb, only according to the feminine principle, can the lifeless or inert begin to pulse with life and the mineral become vegetable, animal or even human.  A watery medium—a moist uterus—is essential for life to come about—and not just in the case of the human fetus, which we all have in mind.   The theory of spontaneous generation, speaking generally, was accepted from Aristotle until the discoveries of Pasteur
. And it is again scientifically accepted today that the origin and early stages of life on Earth required such a watery environment.

Thus water has always been thought of as a feminine principle:  ‘the deep maternity of the waters.  Water makes seeds swell and springs issue forth.  Water is a substance we see being born and expanding on every side.  A spring is an unstoppable birth.  It is a continuous  birth.’
 At this point in the argument, it cannot be excluded (as many feminist thinkers will already have suspected) that the feminine associations of water have been critical in downplaying or denying water’s place in the symbolism and collective imagination of our most widespread traditions.  This has, after all, been rather dominated by a certain residual patriarchy.

'My thought sinks ever drowning, and it is sweet to shipwreck in such a sea'

Just as water gives life, it is also the watery or humid medium—the magma—where life turns into death
, since water speeds up rotting, corrosion, decay, chemical decomposition and mental perversion
, biological fermentation and spiritual subversion
, infection and contamination.  What is more, it is often said to speed the passage of time and the process of ageing.  Socially, it is a matter of daily experience that dryness conserves or preserves, while humidity degrades and often penetrates inside, causing rot to work outwards from within.  Many of these ideas and symbologies have been drawn out and made use of by the gothic novel.  For instance, some of its favourite settings are swamps and bogs, wastes and ruins covered by mosses and lichens, cold dank chambers, cellars, tempests and rainshowers, and so on.  The psychoanalyst Marie Bonaparte
 correctly associates Edgar Allan Poe’s devotion to stagnant waters with the morbidity of his literary art and genius.  In this regard, Poe’s key confession from “Romance” is relevant:

I could not love except where Death 

Was mingling his with Beauty’s breath—

And water is ever present where beauty comes into the world and beauty/age takes the life lent it.  

Similarly, the corrosive force of water is seriously jeopardising the remnants of industrial, machine-based culture.  Although it is a matter of concern for modern industrial archeologists, water is—as we will see further on—wreaking rather poetic vengeance on our proud industrial apparatus.  Iron is much less resistant to the corrosion of water than stone or other traditional, ‘noble’ building materials
.  Thus, many modern metal structures and machinery have a much shorter life expectancy than very ancient stone buildings.  It looks as if the romantic, damp ruins of ancient temples and cathedrals will outlast the modern, equally damp ruins of metal.

Water is also linked through all the symbology connected with drowning and shipwreck to death or the peril of death.  This is explored in Hans Blumenberg’s fine short work , Shipwreck with Spectator: Paradigm of a Metaphor for Existence.
  It is also clearly evident in that infinite, disquieting ‘Cemetery by the Sea’ of Paul Valéry
, which begins somewhere between anguish and melancholy:

The sea […], the sea perpetually renewed!

O how rewarding after a thought

Is a long gaze on the calm of the gods! 
And it ends with a renewed vitalism and the startling outcry: 

Break waves, break with rejoicing waters

This peaceful roof
 ...

Or the infinite immensity where, wrote Giacomo Leopardi
, 

… my thought sinks ever drowning,

And it is sweet to shipwreck in such a sea.

Surprisingly, the symbolic and metaphoric role given to water by western tradition here is not solely one of contempt.  However, this nuance is not sufficient to invalidate our thesis that it has not been done justice, philosophically speaking.  This is especially so if we take into account how such injustice—as we will show—has only grown as we move away in time from Greek philosophy and literary symbology and explore other symbologies (with their significant cultural and literary facets).  Medieval, renaissance, modern and contemporary philosophy have all certainly accentuated this injustice.  The aim here is to explain (or start to explain) how water, principle of all life, came to be treated with growing ignorance, contempt, deconsecration and even banalisation.
Deconsecration and banalisation

From powerful water to water power (and hydraulics)

In the popular mind, water was symbolised by a powerful, magical woman creating all wealth and life and, at the same time, by a capricious, deadly woman.  (It could be both if refused or enjoyed in excess.)  Humanity lived in a world where water mysteriously fell from the sky, either beneficently or cruelly, where it mysteriously sprang from the earth or ceased to do so, where it mysteriously, powerfully coursed rivers or spread out in the perilous immensity of the mysteriously boundless ocean.  This gave rise to awe, fear and admiration.  However, that all changed as man began to dominate water, as water was harnessed to irrigate crops productively, predictably.  Then, despite its centrality, water began to lose its mystery and magic, it began to lose its ability to awe and, to some degree, its power over life and death was less certain.  Moreover, such power, along with the capacity to make decisions of life and death, was usurped from it by the very humans who had harnessed it
, planned and built the irrigation ditches where—most of the time—water could only slide tamely along.  In a sort of civilising coup d’êtat, water was denied—in fact, denied itself—both such power and the generative principle.  In its place, the genuinely powerful, productive agent was taken to be the one able to harness and dominate water in a timely fashion.  And over time, water came to be overlooked as the necessary condition for all that.

With the great hydraulic works, water seemed to lose its power just as it was putting immense power into the hands of humanity and its institutions.  Karl Wittfogel’s thesis about the hydraulic empires of antiquity famously puts across this notion
.  He argued that the necessary condition for these empires and with the power which drove their growth lay in the vital tasks of planning, building, defending and managing the irrigation systems and hydraulic works on which such agrarian societies depended.  That is where the immense power of these empires and their elites took root.  

‘Stop grinding, ye women who toil at the mill’

Notably, Wittfogel stated that ’a waterfall is of little interest
 to primitive man, except as a limit or an object of veneration.’  Obviously hunters and gatherers saw no opportunity in it for irrigation and even less so for building a mill.  That was alien to their way of thinking, far from their way of life.  With settlement and agriculture, humans eventually harnessed water, learning to see in a waterfall the possibility of a canal, of irrigation ditches.  Finally, the riverbanks filled with mills and the transition to industry got underway.  Yet, although water was appreciated mostly as a source of propulsion energy, one might think that its significance was not on the wane but on the rise.  It is even possible, it seems, to detect a revived epic about and connected to the propulsive power of water.  One of the oldest and most beautiful examples appears in a first-century text in which Antipater of Thessalonica
, looking upon the first Roman watermills, sang out ingenuously: 

Stop grinding, ye women who toil at the mill

Sleep on, though the crowing cocks announce the break of day

Demeter has commanded the water nymphs [minor deities of 


water and spring] to do the work of your hands

Jumping one wheel they turn the axle

Which drives the gears and the heavy millstones

Let us take pleasure again from the joys of primitive life

Learning to enjoy Demeter’s work without effort.
So it would seem that the developing symbology then was not so cruel or contemptuous of ancient water.  After all, it was still possible to imagine it brimming with divine forces whose joyful leaping could drive a mill wheel.  But the process was still in its rudimentary stages.  On the road to full industrialisation, Wittfogel reminds us, humanity would discover the ‘technical potential inherent in coal’. This later turned into total mastery of fossil fuels, relegating hydroelectric power to second place and, at the same time, undercutting the mythology of water.  A new mythology took over, with water being further pushed aside in favour of geology, the mineral extraction of the earth’s buried treasures, and the power of machines driven by carbon and petroleum
. The watermill, it appears, went from being the propulsive hope that was to have freed us of all heavy work to being simply ‘a romantic memento on the industrial landscape’, as Wittfogel tells us, and a water channel that would drive a millwheel became a sort of lovely human whim.  Thus, the mill as a sign of progress and industry became merely a decorative element in country scenes, something picturesque (which literally means ‘appropriate for pictures’).

It is not the same ‘water‘!

Water was given a new chance to take its proper place among the symbol and metaphors of humanity when ‘the discovery of the productive energies of electricity’ swung attention back to waterfalls and we learned to magnify them on a scale never before thought of.  ‘Yet’, as Wittfogel notes, ‘when the engineer of the twentieth century erects a power plant on a site that supported a textile mill, he is only giving an ancient site new power
. Nature takes on a new function and slowly assumes a new appearance.’  To this, we add that humanity appreciates the symbolic value of nature and water in very different ways.  At quite a remove from Heraclitus, we are definitely not speaking of the same water (source of mystery and generation) that now drives the new turbines. Water has lost its magic, it has been ‘deconsecrated’, as Weber said of the modern world.  Thus water has given up all its old, mysterious power just as a new power has—effectively, in a parallel manner—built itself upon water’s control and command.

Our mastery of water has grown, but water’s increasing deconsecration or banalisation remains, nevertheless, relatively less evident in Islamic culture
.   Because of its desert origins, Islamic culture has always placed great importance on kitchen gardens and ornamental gardens alike, while also adding in the visual and auditory pomp of water (water jets, fountains, channels etc).  After all, paradise and ‘heaven’ in the Muslim imagination are much more allied to greenery and water features than anything connected to desert mysticism (which, by contrast, holds more fascination for tourists).  

 Islamic culture and symbols may be especially dependent on water and sensitive to its revivifying presence—and its visual and auditory qualities as well—but it must be admitted that no culture, in fact, has remained immune to the spell of water.  All civilisations have understood and appreciated water’s necessity.  All have praised the peace inspired by its murmuring and the beauty of its falling.  Perhaps these essentially aesthetic features have been gained in currency only insofar as water has been harnessed, mastered and tamed.  Perhaps it is because water can now be played with, whereas water once ‘played with’ human lives.  In any case, it is an unarguable fact that water as a whole has progressively lost the significance given it in prehistory, by early civilisations, in cosmogonies, and by the pre-Socratics.  Its contribution was downplayed and its power forgotten as great cities were raised apart, it seemed, from nature, great rains were channelled through streets and markets, and great ships more ably plied the seas.  Without doubt, it is not the same water any more.  People today do not experience it as those of the past once did.  It seems logical that the popular imagination that resulted should respond to a quite different symbology. 

Athena defeats Poseidon

As human beings became city dwellers, urbanisation turned water into just another resource.  Offering potable water to the citizenry became a political task and a public service.  And who, after all, would still be able to worship something supplied as a public resource? The myth of Athens’ choice of city patron gives us an example of the complex process by which worship of one god is replaced by another.  While undoubtedly not the most central feature of this change, one outcome was the progressive waning of water’s importance and its symbolic presence, among other things.  The election of the patron of Athens is known to have been disputed by Poseidon (god of the sea, to whom the city owed practically all of its splendour since Athens was a seafaring city-state) and Athena (astute, industrious warrior goddess).  Legend has it that the two gods agreed that each would offer a gift to the polis then let the citizens choose between them
.  When it came time to present their gifts to the polis, Poseidon struck the earth with his trident and a spring burst forth.  Unfortunately it was salt water.  Athena then gave the first domesticated, fruit-bearing olive tree.  Naturally, Athena was chosen.

Our reading of the legend points to the fact that, symbolically but significantly, it is the city’s citizens who use their political power to marginalise the old god of the sea.  Moreover, there is something childishly cruel about Poseidon’s alleged mistake in presenting them a saltwater spring as gift, since such water is of no value.  It is not even of use for drinking.  We can see through the legend to the conceited pride of the polis feeling completely safe behind its two ’walls’.   There were, on the one hand, walls ‘of stone’ that had been built to separate the city from nature so as to command it better.  On the other hand, there were the ‘walls of wood’ which the oracle had foretold would always protect the city as long as they stood; these walls were none other than the ships that guaranteed Athen’s mastery of the seas.  These two walls had weakened the city’s self-interested devotion to Poseidon, the more chthonian god of the sea, whereas they had strengthened the equally self-interested worship of the military and political goddess, who was cunning and capable of domesticating bios (life) and fisis (nature) to the greater glory of both nomos (political law) and anthropos (man) at the same time.  Fear of storms, shipwrecks and being cast adrift on the sea (recall how Homer recounted the punishment inflicted on wily, conceited Ulysses) has given way to the spread of agriculture.

An unfulfilled hope

The above process continued apace as agriculture and livestock ceased to be the primary sources of wealth.  Long-distance trading managed to preserve the myth of the ocean and the seven seas (at least until sailing became technically sound), but it could not even minimally preserve the myth of their lowly ingredient: water.  Moreover, its deconsecration became banalisation as societies became industrial.  Nevertheless, centuries passed, and industry and the Baconian notion of dominating nature continued to go hand in hand with water.  After all, the first great human machine was the watermill.  Conveniently harnessed, water drove a wheel that could move enormous stones.  Anything could be ground or pressed as required:  wheat or olive oil, rice or wine, and so forth.  Later on, hydraulic presses served as the first great sources of electricity, and the famous steam engine was driven by water, or rather by water’s expansive force as it is turned into vapour. However, in terms of society’s symbols and metaphors, such virtues were no longer attributed to water and its creative power or mystery.  Instead, they were seen as proud products of the power of reason, the reason which had engineered such machines and made the water flow, evaporate, drive turbines and so on.  Apparently, technology and applied reason were no fans of the fourth element either.

Nevertheless, history appeared to repeat itself as the industrial revolution caused another civilising leap forward along the riverbanks and in the rivers themselves.  This time it was not the carrying of fertile sediment such as the Nile, Tigris, Euphrates, Jordan, Indus and Yellow Rivers did.  Nor was it their capacity to be harnessed and irrigate the land.  Instead, new rivers took center stage, connecting people and promoting trade.  The Rhone, Thames, Rhine, Chicago, Hudson, Mississippi-Missouri, Danube (soon less blue than stereotype had pictured it) and others promised new industrial and hydroelectric potential.  This trend was to prevail in rivers far and wide.  The enormous Aswan Dam has thus put the revitalising floods and flood-carried muds in jeopardy.  Likewise, in China, they are now finishing a colossal and highly controversial dam at Three Gorges.
Examples are widespread and well-known of rivers being dammed and harnessed, with harmful side-effects, for example, on the migration of fishes.  They have been made dirty.  They have often been used as a principal way to get rid of waste of all kinds.  That is, they have become sewers!  It is truly astounding to see how, over centuries and all around, the same river has served both ‘as a source of drinking water and as an outlet for sewage’ (and without any hygienic treatment of the water!
). Regrettably, Catalonia has the widely recognised and lamentable cases of the rivers Llobregat and Besós. 

Today such situations are everywhere apparent to us.  Without dwelling on them, there is nevertheless no question that, behind them, another very different relationship exists between humanity and rivers, along with the water such rivers carry.  It is both qualitatively and quantitatively different, yet it has merely accentuated an old trend tending to drive water out of the popular mind and its symbols, or at least to slight or belittle its significance.  Despite its vast debt to water and waterways, industrialisation seems to have betrayed its early hopes and expectations of them, as so beautifully formulated by Antipater of Thessalonica in the previously cited text.  Waterfalls and watermills were to have freed humanity of the heaviest manual labour, and this has undoubtedly happened for part of the world‘s population.  However, not all the hopes put in this process have been fulfilled, despite far outstripping anything anyone could have ever imagined.  Once harnessed and deconsecrated, dirtied and made trivial, water has been reduced to a mere bit player in the modern storms of iron, fire and blood
. 
Recovery

Of course, the tendency to overlook water’s vital force and its mysterious creative power has not been entirely replaced by our fascination with the human capacity to take advantage of its kinetic energy.  For many, it is apparent that water yet retains its great power, as the Indian Ocean and the Caribbean Sea have recently reminded us.  Human effort is again seeking to plumb its mysteries, grasp it in all its richness and pay tribute to its necessary ubiquity.  In short, this is exemplified by three important trends in contemporary philosophy.

Environmentalism:  water for everybody but not for simply anything

The first of these notions comes out of current environmental thinking:  the unending cycle of life is inseparable from the no less unending water cycle.  However bountiful, widespread and ubiquitous they may be, elements critical to life such as water can grow scarce and must not be wasted.  ‘Water for everybody’, definitely!  But not for simply anything.  It should not be squandered nor should its life-giving capacity  be left in ruins.  The infinite claims of life should not be underestimated.  There is always some form of life that needs, benefits from and awaits its portion of water to survive.  Even water is scarce and runs out.  It is precious to life and must be taken care of; it must be saved.

Only vanity has led humanity to forget verities such as these, so universally acknowledged in the ancient world.  In antiquity, humanity put water to work but always showed it respect.  For water is shared by right of usufruct.  It is shared by all, both human and non-human tenants, throughout our environment.  It can never be owned outright.  It mustn’t be stolen from those who cannot survive without it, nor must it ever be returned to the immense cycle of life in a degraded state or poisoned.  Water is magical and generative when its cycle and it purity are respected.  If underestimated, it turns fearsome and treacherous .  It vanishes, it grows scarce and fickle, if it is wasted, if it is reduced to an economic factor of no stature or value, enslaved to certain business interests which are indeed seen to have “value”.

Bachelard: '’The destiny of man is as the water that flows’ 
Secondly, briefly touching on psychoanalysis and ‘digging deeply’, it is apparent that both singular water and plural waters retain the old mystery yet and still yield surprising meanings.  From the perspective of psychoanalysis, water has provoked so much thought that it may constitute one of the most complex and persistent symbols in human history.  Of especial note are the classic Freudian studies, the Jungian research of the Eranos group, and the work of Gaston Bachelard, the odd rationalist who had no fear or prejudice and became a student of the irrational.  In 1942, he carried out an encyclopedic analysis translated as Water and Dreams: An Essay on the Imagination of Matter, which he later confessed he had not been able to conduct as profoundly or systematically as he had done in the companion book, The Psychoanalysis of Fire.

If Bachelard believed his analysis of fire managed to achieve what his  analysis of water did not, it is yet further proof of the tragedy of water and water’s symbols, metaphors and conceptualisations since ancient Greece.  Justice has not been done to it.  On the contrary, it has lost out to other symbols and metaphors, to other idols and dreams.  This is despite the fact that the cycle of life unfailingly leads us to the cyclic flowing of water, despite the fact that human beings, too, are essentially a flowing.  ‘The destiny of man is as the water that flows.  Water is the truly transitory element.  […]  The being consecrated to water is a rushing, giddy one.  Minute by minute, it dies; something of it is lost again and again.’  Unfortunately, Bachelard let the perfect opportunity slip away here to express more graphically how his substance spills, trickles or drains away.  There is no doubt that, moment by moment, our time slips away from us and our lives as well, dripping and dripping away as the clockwork waters of the clepsydra do. Instead, Bachelard offers up yet another marvellous metaphor: ‘Water’s death is an everyday death.  Water is always flowing, always falling, always ending in its own horizontal death.’

Heidegger: back to the thing

Lastly, let’s turn briefly to the existentialism of Heidegger’s ontological difference, which has the ability to rescue the everyday ‘thing’ from its anonymity, triviality and apparent lack of essence.  In the same way he interpreted Van Gogh’s ‘Boots with Laces’ and raised those boots to the level of a category, he put across the notion of ‘proximity to the thing’ and posed the significant example of the pitcher.  The pitcher creates and holds a void that can be filled, emptied, carried, etc. The popular imagination has been quite wrong and unfair here, since the pitcher is assumed to contain a void, when in reality it is full of air.  ’Filling’ the pitcher is therefore only changing its contents.  Nevertheless, from another perspective, the popular mind has addressed the question well, because the pitcher certainly does create a void or quasi-void that, even though filled with air, makes way for a liquid that would otherwise lose its natural flowing in ’horizontal death’, as Bachelard would say.  Precisely by trying to get close to the thing through ontological thinking, Heidegger speaks to us of the gift of a fillable void which the pitcher constitutes.  In some sense, the pitcher’s gift is the halting of water as it flows.  Yet, it also makes reference to, and conveys, the potentiality of the spring and the rocks from which it bursts, the land where the dew and the rain collect, and finally nothing less than the mythical ’marriage of heaven and earth’ itself
. It conveys all of this for us, giving us a pitcher filled with water.

Marriage of heaven and earth

What magnificent praise!  All made from close ‘proximity’ to the most humble and most real ‘thing itself’:  water.  In the midst of the twentieth century, water appeared to have lost its mystery, although of course it was us who had lost our sense of wonder.  Yet in spite of everything, we can still grasp the mystery in a simple pitcher able, so it seems, to hold still the Heraclitean dialectic and stave off the ‘horizontal death’ of water.  Thus, the pitcher receives, keeps and presents back the same water as a gift, a present which, in the final analysis, is nothing short of that flux borne out of the ‘marriage of heaven and earth’ itself.
� This neologism stems from German philosopher Hans Blumenberg’s work and refers not simply to a fairly specific metaphor, but also to the entire complex of metaphors related to it.
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� GS Kirk and JE Raven, The Presocratic Philosophers, Cambridge University Press, 1957: 205.  Fragments #234 and #232. Fragment #233 is also of note: ‘A dry soul is wisest and best.’  


� Related to the Latin pituita, as in the pituitary gland; also related to mucous. 


� In English, black bile gives rise to the adjective atrabilious, which refers to somebody who is very irritable or dyspeptic.  


� It goes without saying that my sympathy lies with those spirits associated by tradition with melancholy:  philosophers, poets and the deeply self-conscious Hamlets of the world. 


� The English term ‘sleuth’ here has clear overtones of contempt not conveyed by the title given to the film on release in Spain, La huella, which relates to the prints or traces left after a crime.  (Two better translations in Catalan would have been Detectiu or, even more so, Fisgonejador.)


� It is obviously a different matter to refer to ‘the sea’ or ‘the ocean’, as we will see later.


� Bram Stoker’s novel Dracula was published in 1897, starting a trend in the West.  The myth, however, certainly has forerunners which are more distant in time and space. 


� Perhaps suggesting that competition is an increasingly central part of contemporary culture and of existence as a whole.


� From the countless examples of the vampire genre and other, similar genres, I especially recall the filming of one in particular, based on medieval legend, The Virgin Spring by Ingmar Bergman.


� I see this significant cultural and social phenomenon as one of the most important arguments in support of the current conference cycle organised by the Joan Maragall Foundation, of which this paper is a part. 


� Nowadays, the supposed influence of ‘humours’ over character can be seen to have a terribly weak basis in science, which cannot account for the distinctions made.  Apparently, the success of this symbolism will have to be explained by factors that are not scientifically proven today. 


� Bachelard, 1999.


� Bachelard, 1999.  On one hand, the quotation clearly emphasises the difficulty of purifying one of terrible crime (the concrete number 40 may stand for an indefinitely large number).  Yet, on the other hand, it presupposes that the water of such fountains can serve to purify in such terrible circumstances.


� Perhaps they essentially lost the details or the vividness of their experiences; perhaps they simply forgot the way back to their former lives.


�  Made in the last decades of the nineteenth century.


�  Bachelard, 1999.


� This leaves aside, for the moment, the fact that death winds up begetting new life, because from that perspective, we are back at the already mentioned generative feature.


� There are many examples that underscore the negative effects of a humid tropical climate on medical or bacteriological health (as well as on the mental health of the worthy and the hardworking).  Seen through the lens of colonialism, this has traditionally been considered one of the causes of the supposed cultural and economic backwardness of tropical countries.  This view can be found in sources as wide-ranging as the well-meaning Montesquieu to some of the most deplorable racist theories.


� Traditionally, the wet nature of sex (sweat, secretions, bodily fluids etc) has been noted.  It seems that the oriental world (basically Japan, I believe) has been creating a type of horror film that is closely linked to water, to terribly wet environments.  These questions cannot be developed here.


� According to Bachelard (1999) in what he develops into the theme for an entire chapter, ’it is necessary when trying to understand Edgar Allan Poe to examine all the decisive moments in the poems and short stories and make the synthesis of Beauty, Death and Water.’


�  Obviously wood and other organic materials do not enjoy this advantage. 


�  The details of the English translation are:  The MIT Press (1979), 1997.


�  ‘La mer, la mer toujours recommencée! /  Ô récompense après une pensée {...} Rompez, vagues! Rompez d’eaux réjouies! / Ce toit tranquille’ a ‘Le cimentière marin‘, Paul Valéry, Cemetery by the Sea.  Translation from the Penguin edition of French Poetry 1820-1950, London 1990. 


�  Where the poet takes cover from the rain.  It thus has some sense of lair, hiding place, shelter. 


�  ‘s’annega il pensier mío: / El il naufragar m’è dolce in questo mare.’ ‘L’infinito’ (’The Infinite’), Giacomo Leopardi Poems and Prose, Princeton 1997.  The translation of this poem by Henry Reed appeared in The Listener, 25 May 1950.


�  In fairness, it should be noted that water was usurped by those who ruled over humanity, and it was, in fact, humanity that had been ‘harnessed‘.


�  Oriental Despotism:  A Comparative Study of Total Power.  New Haven:  Yale University Press, 1957.  This thesis has recently come under much criticism, but the particular effects referred to here appear to remain valid. 


�  This lack of interest refers to what we would nowadays call economic or energy issues.


�  Cited by Lewis Mumford in his book Technics and Civilization, New York: Harcourt Brace, 1934.


�  The ‘oil’ mentality of Bush and those around him is not irrelevant to their incompetent reaction to experts’ pleas that the monies needed to reinforce the New Orleans levees not be cut back.   Apparently, it didn’t enter their way of thinking that seawater and wind could threaten the conquests of industrial society.


�  Based, though, on the same physical principle.


�  It should be asked, though, whether and to what extent the petroleum-based, industrial development of some Muslim peoples has brought about the same change in perspective.


�  There are various versions regarding whether the election was made by the people or decided by the powerful Athenian ruler of the day: Creorop.  There is even a version that states that the woman’s vote decided the election in favour of Athena, who later withdrew the right to vote from those very same women.


�  Carefully separating sewage from the water supply played a key role in improving public health and leading to population growth.  Unfortunately, it only began in large Western cities in the second half of the eighteenth century, using vitrified clay pipes.  This step was crucial so that, by the beginning of the nineteenth century, cities in the advanced world would stop experiencing chronic population loss, from higher mortality rates.  Until that point, the countryside had had to compensate with constant flows of people to the cities.   See J.R. and W.H. McNeill’s The Human Web:  A Bird’s Eye View of the World.  New York: Norton, 2003.


�  Without being able to go into detail here, we can see the contrary myths conveyed by Herman Melville in Moby Dick and, on the other hand, Ernst Jünger’s The Storm of Steel and The Worker: Dominion and Gestalt.  While these last two books do relate multiple, epic struggles between opposing forces, there is no doubt that any complex symbolism essentially related to water and the ocean has been totally replaced by one based on fire and steel.
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