The Round River: Myth, Meaning, and Flowing Water
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The Round RiveyAldo Leopold

"One of the marvels of early Wisconsin was the Round River, a river that flowed into itself, and thus sj
around and around in a newending circuit.

Paul Bunyan discovered it, and the Bunyan saga tells how he floated many a log down its restless wa

Metaphor for ecology

Aldo Leopold 1881948
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Round River

"a river that flows into itself"

Wisconsin not only had a round river, Wisconsin is one. The current is the stream of energy which
flows out of the soil into plants, thence into animals, thence back into the soil in a never ending

circuit of life.

In our educational system, the biotic continuum is seldom pictured to us as a stream.

From our tenderest years we are fed with facts about the soils, floras, and faunas, that comprise
the channel of Round River (biology), about their origins in time (geology and evolution), about
the technique of exploiting them (agriculture and engineering).

But the concept of a current with droughts and freshets, backwaters and bars, is left to inference.

'ROUND RIVER!
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Fluvial PhilosophyHeraclitusc. 535¢ c. 475 BC

A Greek philosopher of Ephesus, Heraclitus propounded a distinctive theory which he expressed in
oracular language.

He is best known for his doctrines that things are constantly changing (universal flux or process) and 1
fire is the basic material of the world.

Plato indicates the source of the flux doctrine:

"Heraclitus, | believe, says that all things go and nothing stays, and comparing existents to the flow of
river, he says you could not step twice into the same river" (Fla&tylug

What Heraclitus actually said is the following:
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Understand?

Heraclitas by Johannes Moreelse (160@34)

The image depicts him as "the weeping philosopher”
wringing his hands over the world, and as "the obscu
dressed in dark clothingboth traditional motifs.
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Heraclitus derives a striking insight from an everyday encounter.

It makes perfectly good sense.

~

2S OFff | 02R@& 2F 461 G4SN I AGANAODSNE LINBOAASTE &
If the waters should cease to flow it would not be a river, but a lake or a dry streambed.
There is a sense, then, in which a river is a remarkable kind of existent,

one that remains what it is by changing what it contains.

M SAYING! EVERYTHING FLOWS!
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With this reading, it is people who remain the same in contrast to changing waters,

as if the encounter with a flowing environment helped to constitute the perceiving subject as the same

If this interpretation is right, the message of the river fragment is not that all things are changing so th:
we cannot encounter them twice,

but something much more subtle and profound.

It is that some things stay the same only by changind ‘




Some things stay the same only by changjidux or Process

One kind of londasting material reality exists by virtue of a process of constant turnover in its constitu
matter.

Hereconstancyandchangeare not opposed but inextricably connected.

A human body could be understood in precisely the same-waayliving and continuing by virtue of
constant metabolisrmgas Aristotle for instance later understood it.

Organisms and Ecosystems are understood in this same waystem of processes or cycles.
On this reading, Heraclitus believedlunx, but not as destructive of constancy;
rather it is, paradoxically, a necessary condition of constancy.

Understand?




Fluvial Psychology
The Stream of Consciousness

The,
Varieties
ofReligious
E\penence

William Jameg842¢1910

"Consciousness, then, does not appear to itself chopped up in bits.

Such words as 'chain’ or 'train' do not describe it fitly as it presents its
in the first instance.

It is nothing jointed; it flows.

A 'river' or a 'stream' are the metaphors by which it is most naturally
described.

In talking of it hereafter let us call it the stream of thought, of
consciousness, or of subjective life.

The Principles of Psychold300

e W;lllam James
THE PRINCIPLES

OF PSYCHOLOGY
! Volume One




Fluvial or Process  Henri Bergson859¢ 1941
Philosophy

French philosopher, the first to elaborate what came to be called a process philosop
which rejected static values in favor of values of motion, change, and evolution.

He was also a master literary stylist, of both academic and popular appeal, and was
awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1927.

Time and Free Will: An Essay on the Immediate Data of Consciod&88ss

Matter and Memory1896

Creative Evolutior1907

The Two Sources of Morality and Religk982 Key Concepts

The world is a process of creative evolution in which the Elan vital
novelty of successive phenomena rather than the Duration
constancy of natural law is the significant fact,

Creativity
FENTERE SN reality being regarded as time or duration that is the
: TIME same as free motion and that is the expression of a vital Novelty
F'I\INEE Impetus or creative force Intuition
\_
WILL | | |
CRE ATIVE e while the space world of science and common sense i
o om0 e taken to be an interpretation put upon sense images i
EVOLUTION the interest of practical activity and as a falsification of

HENRI ? free-moving reality
BERGSON e | . |
a true apprehension of reality is to be gained not by th
analytic procedures of mathematics and science but b
that intuition that can grasp wholes as such



Fluvial or Process Philosophy Alfred North Whitehead 861¢ 1947

Process
and Reality

Perhaps foremost among what Whitehead considered faulty metaphysice
assumptions was the Cartesian idea that reality is fundamentally constru
of bits of matter that exist totally independently of one another, which he
rejected in favor of an everitased or "process" ontology in which events &
primary and are fundamentally interrelated and dependent on one anoth

He also argued that the most basic elements of reality can all be regarde
experiential, indeed that everything is constituted by its experience.

He used the term "experience" very broadly, so that even inanimate
processes such as electron collisions are said to manifest some degree
experience.

In this, he went against Descartes' separation of two different kinds of re:
existence, either exclusively material or else exclusively mental.

Whitehead referred to his metaphysical system as "philosophy of organis
odzi AG 62dz R 0S0O2YS (y26y Y2NB 4
Science and the Modern Worlkb25

Process and Realify929 Charles Hartshorne
Adventures of Ideak933 1897¢ 2000

PRINCEIPIA
MATHEMATICA

Principia Mathematicg1910;1913) is University of Texas
Whitehead's most famous mathematical work. Process Theology
Cowritten with former student Bertrand Russell



Fluvial Mythology

Greek Mythology and Rivers: Styx and Lethe

7

Styx-¢ KS {(@éE ol taz2 YSIyAy3d bKl iShaEYR
Stygian) is a river in Greek mythology that formed the boundary between =
Earth and the Underworld (often called Hades which is also the name of

this domain's ruler).

In order to cross the River Styx and reach Hades, a dead person must ;,;‘"‘
a fee to the ferryman, Charon. If the correct fee is paid, Charon will take = = o =
the dead across. If the dead cannot afford the fee, however, they will be = =
forced to wander the banks of the River Styx as Wraiths for eternity. R

Lethe- In Greek mythology, Lethe was one of the five rivers of Hades. All
those who drank from it experienced complete forgetfulness. Lethe was
also the name of the Greek spirit of forgetfulness and oblivion, with
whom the river was often identified.

In Classical Greek, the word Lethe literally means "oblivion",
"forgetfulness”, or "concealment". It is related to the Greek word for
"truth", aletheia, meaning "ufforgetfulness" or "urconcealment”.

Both rivers are part of the geography of
5 | y (DBiGeEComedy




Narcissus and Echo

In Greek mythology, the son of the river gédphissuand the nympHh_eiriope he was distinguished for his beauty.
The classic version is by Ovid, found in Book 3 dfletamorphosegcompleted 8 AD).

There was a day when Narcissus was walking in the woods. Echo, a mountain nymph, saw him and fell deeply in I
with him. She followed him.

Narcissus sensed that someone was following him and shouted "Who's there?". Echo repeated "Who's there?". Sh
eventually revealed her identity.

She made an attempt to embrace the boy. He stepped away from her and told her to leave him alone.

She was heartbroken and spent the rest of her life in lonely glens until nothing but an echo sound remained of her.
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Echo and Narcissus (1903)John William Waterhouse



Narcissus and Echo Narcissus (1597599) - Caravaggio

Nemesis, the goddess of revenge, learned of this story and decided to pt
Narcissus.

She lured him to a pool where he saw his own reflection.
He was amazed at the beauty of his reflection.

He didn't realize his reflection was only an image and fell in love with it.

e

Unable to leave the beauty of his reflection, Narcissus died.

The flower that bears his name sprang up where he died. | 7




The Myth of Orpheus
Orpheus was a legendary musician, poet, and prophet in ancient Greek religion and myth.
The major stories about him are centered on his ability to charm all living things with his music.

But the love and loss of Eurydice and the death of Orpheus involves the passage over and into rivers

Auguste Rodin
Orpheus & Eurydice (1887)
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Tree arising! O pure ascendance!

Orpheus Sings! Towering tree within the ear!
Everywhere stillness, yet in this abeyance:
seeds of change and new beginnings near.

FS SRRSO

Orpheus
Roman mosaic

The Sonnets to OrpheBainer Maria Rilke, 1922



The Myth of Orpheus and Eurydice

Orpheus falls in love with the beautiful nymph Eurydice, and the two make plans to wed. But on their
wedding day, Eurydice steps on a snake, which bites her.

She is killed, and Orpheus is stricken with terrible andalsuming grief.

Disconsolate, Orpheus finds a cave which leads to Hades and follows Eurydice to the Underworld.

Armed only with his lyre and his beautiful voice, Orpheus makes his way past every terrifying danger
underworld holds to the crossing of the river Styx.

Orpheus and Eurydice on the Banks of the Styx
1878



The Myth of Orpheus and Eurydice

Here his musical charms are so persuasive that the King of the Dead permits the minstrel to take his
home with him- on one condition: that as he leads Eurydice up to life again, he not turn to look at her.

Just as they are almost safely away, Orpheus is overcome with doubt about whether she is truly behil
Without thinking, he turns to look.

Her faithful shade immediately vanishes, and the devastated Orpheus attempts to return to Hades an
rescue her again.

e TR o e T

Orpheus Leading Eurydice from the Underworld
JeanBaptisteCamille Corot (1861) Auguste Rodin

Orpheus & Eurydice (1887)
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But this time the boatman Charon refuses to carry him acros AW .. -
the river. He sits on the shore starving, hoping for death, so -

that he may join Eurydice. But the gods will not let him die. . =
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Reluctantly, he returns to the upper world, finding solace onl. .
in his music. i '”
L

He spent the rest of his days scorning women, not willing to,
wandered the earth before being torn appart by the women *".A v,

Thrace, who were angry at him for spurning their love and ? ‘
companionship. i

They threw his head into a river, and it kept on singing all thg 20
way to the sea. s

The Sonnets to Orphei922
Rainer Maria Rilke

But you, divine one singing on the brink of destruction
while legions of forsaken maenads tore at your flesh;

you vanquished their shrieks with harmony, oh bright on
while from utter devastation rebounded your song afres

John William Waterhouse (1849917)

And though you fade from earthly sight,
declare to the silent earth: | flow.

To the rushing water say: | am. "Nymphs Finding the Head of Orpheus”

1900



Divine Geography of Rivers
Okeanos, Eartitncircling River

Homer, lliad:
"Okeanos, whose stream bends back in a circle."

Hesiod,Theogony
"Okeanos the completely encircling river."

The River Okeanos flowed in a circle around the |== == 5
entire earth. From its stream all the Rivers and |
Clouds drew their waters.

The sun, moon, and stars were all believed to risq
and set into its waters. At night, the sigod

sailed around the northern limits of the stream in
a golden boat from his setting in the west to his |
rising in the east.

———

Okeanos is the font of all the earth's freglater:
including rivers, wells, springs and railouds.

In a cosmological sense, the river symbolized the
eternal flow of time.




Oceanus and Tethys
Oceanus was the god of the great eadhcircling river Okeanos.

Oceanus was also the god who regulated the rising and setting of
heavenly bodies which were believed to emerge and descend into
watery realm at the ends of the earth.

Oceanus' wife was Tethys, who distributed his water to the earth vi
subterranean caverns. She was mother of the rivers of the world.

Their children were the Potamoi or Riv8ods and Okeanides, nymp
of springs and fountains.




