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H2O and the Waters of Forgetfulness





Dallas Town Lake


I understand that in Dallas during the last seventy years numerous citizen groups have urged the construction of a midcity lake. At the beginning of the century such a project would have amounted to a modest enterprise; now it has taken on the dimensions of an extravaganza. During 1984, yet another group of experts has been mulling over the technical feasibility and social acceptability of drowning a dozen midtown blocks. Proponents of the lake anticipate that it will irrigate business and fantasy, taxes and recreation; opponents consider the proposal an elitist misappropriation of public funds. Among the many arguments that have been raised, tabled, and warmed over for seven decades, one stands out. Both those who want to push and those who want to stop the lake imply that the natural beauty of a body of water would be morally uplifting to the civic life of Dallas.



The Nude in the Tub



The popular wisdom which holds that water possesses “natural beauty” and that this beauty has impact on civic morale is not always overtly expressed. However, you have only to poke fun at the belief in the civic magic of a body of water, and people react as if you had made a dirty joke. This, I claim, is so because water, which has always been perceived as the feminine element of nature, in the nineteenth century was tied to a new “hygienic” image of woman, which was itself a creation of the Victorian age. Only the late nineteenth century tied female nudity as a cultural symbol to the tap water of the bathroom. The proximity of suds and nude in the bath domesticated both water and flesh. Water became that stuff that circulates through indoor plumbing, and the nude became the symbol of a new fantasy of sexual intimacy defined by the newly created domestic sphere.


The evolution of the subtle ties between water and the nude can be observed, in all its complexity, in the paintings of the period. The painter found it less and less necessary to justify the nude by presenting her in religious or mythological terms. By showing her as bather he could merge woman and water as part of “nature.” Only a rare genius such as Courbet could successfully paint The Source as a woman of incredible specificity, utterly lacking in self-consciousness yet bluntly assertive of her flesh. For the run-of-the-mill painter, this association of flesh with water served to render the feminine body innocuous. First, in the course of Ingres’s long life, the term nude became synonymous with the Turkish bath. Then the aging Degas filled his atelier with tubs, bowls, and basins in which to pose his models. His pastels offer a historical source for the domestic bath during the late nineteenth century. It is not so much the nude he paints as woman’s absorption in the relationship of her body to the water with which she sponges herself.1


The intertwining of urban water and the nude constitutes one of the strands of a taboo woven to protect the symbolism of public water use from analysis. We may, for instance, debate quite openly our selection of the architect who will dress up the stuff that runs through Dallas pipes. We feel free to criticize the way he displays it, makes it dance or sparkle. But we do not feel free to question the natural beauty of water itself because we know, yet cannot bear to acknowledge, that this “stuff” is recycled toilet flush.



The Historicity of “Stuff”



I want to question the beauty intrinsic to H2O because The Dallas Institute of Humanities and Culture has offered to make its own telling contribution to the dispute over Town Lake. We have been invited to discuss “water and dreams” insofar as they contribute to “making the city work.” The title of this conference was taken from a book just translated and published by members of the Institute. Water and Dreams was written forty years ago by Gaston Bachelard.2 It is one of a series of essays in which he analyzes the way we imagine matter, that “stuff” to which our imagination gives shape and form. I shall continue along the lines of Bachelard’s investigation, distinguishing “stuff” and its form, and reflect on the bond the imagination creates between two kinds of stuff from which a city is made: urban space and urban water.


The interrelationship between water and space may be explored on two different levels. The first deals with form. On this level comparison focuses on the common aesthetic features a period’s imagination has given to urban water and to urban space. An epoch’s contribution to the style of their perception and representation is at the core of this approach to poetry or painting, sculpture or dreams. The question is “How did baroque art use or show water?” not “What does the epoch believe water is?” Water itself, on this first level, has no history; since “the beginning, when the earth was unsightly and unfinished,” water was H2O. According to this hypothesis all stories of creation from around the world tell about the origin of the same stuff, since the “stuff” as such is a-historical.


I do not intend to explore water in this fashion—nor, for that matter, space or the imagined bond that unites them.3 From the start I shall refuse to assume that all waters may be reduced to H2O. I will not deal with city space as though it could be universally defined in terms of Cartesian coordinates or of census criteria. For not only does the way an epoch treats water and space have a history: the very substances that are shaped by the imagination—and thereby given explicit meanings—are themselves social creations to some degree.


I want to explore the historicity of matter, the sense that an epoch’s imagination has given to the canvas on which it paints its imaginings, to the silence of a room into which it projects its music, to the space that it fills with the aura that it can taste or smell.4 The attempt to do so is not new: and the evidence that it always fails is no reason for refraining from trying again, to write the history of life’s widow as Luis de Sandoval y Zapata, a seventeenth-century Mexican, calls this “stuff” in a baroque poem translated by Samuel Beckett.




To Primal Matter




   Within how many metamorphoses,


matter informed with life, hast thou had being?


Sweet-smelling snow of jessamine thou wast,


and in the pallid ashes didst endure.







   Such horror by thee to thyself laid bare,


king of flowers, the purple thou didst don.


In such throng of dead forms thou didst not die,


thy deathbound being by thee immortalized.







   For thou dost never wake to reason’s light,


nor ever die before the invisible


murderous onset of the winged hours.







   What, with so many deaths art thou not wise?


What art thou, incorruptible nature, thou


who hast been widowed thus of so much life?









Water as “Stuff”



The substance that is considered “water” or “fire” varies with culture and epoch. And water is always dual. It tends to stand for the original couple—more often than not for the twins who before creation lay in each other’s arms. Water envelops what exists before space was. Water is the blood that nourishes even before milk can flow. Many things can be waters: there are some cultures in which the salty ocean is as unlike blood as it is unlike the water that quenches thirst. And there are jungle cultures in which heaven and earth are perceived as just so many different manifestations of water. Among the Indians on the Venezuelan border of Brazil, even the dead turn to water after thrice seven years to return to earth as women, who are perceived as dew.


Even the border between water and fire can shift. In Vedic mythology soma is the fire that envelops all being and that flows and ebbs around the sun; it is fire that can be drunk. In Arabic al Ko’hol is a fine metallic powder that is sublimated from mercury and used to embellish women; when applied as a shade to the eyelids it renders them intoxicating. Only after Paracelsus had distilled alcohol from wine was its intoxicating power ascribed to a spirit of water. Thus the very “stuff” that is watery, no less than its form, lies in the eyes of the beholder.


In making this distinction between imagination as the source of form and imagination as the wellspring of formless “stuff” I am building on a foundation established by Gaston Bachelard. In his writings he returns again and again to a fundamental contrast between two mutually constitutive aspects of imagination: a formal one and a material one. The form and matter of our imagining cannot be understood separately because one cannot exist without the other. But the fact that we cannot separate our experience of passion from the element of fire and cannot imagine fire without passion in no way implies that the two are at all times perceived as versions of the same principle. Love, the hearth, rage, war, and passion are kindled. They are set aflame by contact with a “stuff” that is imagined as fire. In each culture the line that separates the inflammable from the fireproof divides reality in a different way. In the south of Mexico there are two tribes which share the same territory: in one tribe women inflame men’s desire and in the other they liquefy men’s innards. But in both beneath the mass of images, verbal variations, moods, tactile experiences, and lights that shape water in our imagination, there is a stable, dense, slow, and fertile watery stuff that obscurely vegetates within us. It lies beyond the reach of any one of our separate senses: “its black flowers bloom in matter’s darkness” and become visible when the imagination lets them “sing reality.” The time has come for historians to begin listening to “the sonority of these dormant waters” (Bachelard) to become sensitive to the history of matter.


Following dream waters upstream, the historian will learn to distinguish the vast register of their voices. As his ear is attuned to the music of deep waters, he will hear a discordant sound that is foreign to waters, that reverberates through the plumbing of modern cities. He will recognize that the H2O which gurgles through Dallas plumbing is not water, but a stuff which industrial society creates. He will realize that the twentieth century has transmogrified water into a fluid with which archetypal waters connot be mixed. With enough money and broad powers to condemn and evict, a group of architects could very well create out of this sewage a liquid monument that would meet their own aesthetic standards. But since archetypal waters are as antagonistic to this new “stuff” as they are to oil, I fear that contact with such liquid monumentality might make the souls of Dallas’s children impermeable to the water of dreams. In voicing this fear, I am not arguing against the construction of a lake that would provide moorings for inexpensive rowboats, cool the city, and sparkle at night. Pleasure boats, temperatures, and the reflection of skyscrapers are not my concern here. I want to deal with waters and dreams. I want to explore the moral and psychological consequences that will flow from the public display of recirculated toilet flush with pretense to the aesthetic symbol of a wedding between water and urban space.





Dwelling Space: Neither Nest nor Garage


The same distinctions concerning the smell, sight, taste, and tactility of this ineffable stuff called water can also be applied to urban space. Each culture shapes its own space, the very space it engenders in becoming a culture. Space is not, as Durkheim says in one brilliant passage, the homogeneous environment that the philosophers have imagined.5 Space is a social creation which results from the all-embracing asymmetrical complementarity enshrined in each culture.


“Where do you live?” and “Where do you dwell?” are synonymous. They remain so in most translations into other, even nonwestern, languages. This unusual constancy of meaning indicates that “living” and “dwelling” have traditionally implied one another; one stresses the temporal, the other the spatial aspect of being. To dwell means to inhabit the traces left by one’s own living, by which one always retraces the lives of one’s ancestors. “Dwelling” in this strong sense cannot really be distinguished from living. From day to day dwellers shape the environment. In every step and movement people dwell. Traditional dwellings are never terminated. Houses constantly grow; only temples and palaces can be “finished.” Dwelling means living insofar as each moment shapes a community’s own kind of space.6


The sort of dwelling that results from this vernacular activity  must be carefully distinguished from an animal’s lair and—just as much—from a merchant’s storage. Animals are born with the instinct which dictates their behavior. The nest or the web, the den or the hole are created by the animal in the harness of its genes. Dwellings are not such lairs for breeding; they are shaped by a culture. No other art expresses as fully as dwelling that aspect of human existence that is historical and cannot be reduced to biological programs. But just as a dwelling is not a special spot determined by a territorial instinct, it is also not a garage.


This second point is as important as the first because active dwelling has become nearly impossible in Dallas. Dallas’s citizens have lost the potency to imprint their lives on urban space. They use or consume their “housing.” One must be quite wealthy to be able to relocate a wall in one’s house. We need not necessarily deplore this circumstance, but we must be willing to explore it. Most people today do not dwell in the place where they spend their days and leave no traces in the place where they spend their nights. They spend their days next to a telephone in an office and their nights garaged next to their cars. Even if they wanted to dwell in the traditional manner, the material from which Dallas is made would not register their traces. The traces people manage to leave in the course of living are perceived as dirt that must be removed, as wear and tear that calls for repair, as the devaluation of a considerable investment. Dallas’s space is not only “safe,” innocuous for the transient, it is “man-proofed”: it is hardened against defacement by contact with life. The census tracts that constitute Dallas do not, for this reason, make up a dwelling space. Children grow up and die without ever having had a chance to experience living-as-dwelling. The ability to dwell is a privilege of the dropout.


Only in so-called developing countries is dwelling still within the reach of ordinary people. Some of the poor who inhabit impoverished nations may still dispose of dwelling space. From the perspective of the new bureaucratic and pedagogical keepers, their inhabitants still “live on their own dirt.” From the air you see the anarchic patches, on which life still shapes space. But inexorably development turns shanties into a slum. The recognition that a new gulf between “living” and “dwelling” has made them, into separate activities that have been both previously unknown can lead to self-pity—but also to action. It leads some to romantic hankering after a lost “wholeness”—I want to make it into the starting point from which I explore the conditions that might allow a partial reconstitution of urban dwelling space.


Here I am focusing on water in order to reflect on one such condition. It is not water as a commodity that is at issue, nor its waste, its pollution, the ecological consequences of its irresponsible extraction, the biological consequences of poisoning it, or even its maldistribution—which means that, in Mexico City, sixty percent of all water is given to three percent of the households, and fifty percent of the households make do on five percent. These are also crucial issues, but they deal with water in a different sense. The water I speak of is the water needed for dreaming city as a dwelling place.


I shall first enlarge on the nature of living space. Then I shall comment on three typical kinds of urban space, relating each to a different kind of water: well, piped, and circulating water. In the end I shall return to the original question concerning the recuperation of dream water by the city child.



The Ritual Creation of Space



The imagination is not—as its etymology might suggest—the faculty of forming one’s images of reality. It is, rather, the faculty of forming images of the invisible; it is the faculty that “sings reality.” The classical town is first and foremost a ritual song of this sort. Its wellspring is dreams. Every urban culture seems to have its own ritual proceedings through which this dream of “life as an indwelling flow” is reflected in the social representation of in-habitable space. An agglomeration of huts or tents turns into a settlement or town only when its space has been recognized ceremonially as substantially other than rural expanse, when it is opposed to the “outside,” when the paths that transverse its space are recognized as roads. For anyone who wants to understand the formation of inner space and urban form in Western culture from an anthropological perspective, the most prudent and learned guide is Joseph Rykwert, especially his definitive description in The Idea of a Town. I draw on his insights into the rituals which, in the classical world in general and in Etruria in particular, have created urban space.7


In the classical tradition, the founding of a town begins with the calling of its founder, usually in a dream. The culture hero Heracles appears to Myskelos in a dream and appoints him to found a colony, quite against the will of his neighbors and the laws of his Achaian town. When his project is brought to a vote, the god must go so far as to cheat and exchange the black “no” stones for white “yes” ones. Most founders are led by a sign in a dreamlike state to the site where the new town will be. Sometimes a wounded game animal, a strange bird, a cloud, or lightning takes him to the spot chosen by the gods. Aeneas follows the sow to the place where she drops her litter and where Alba Longa will stand. In a dreamy utterance the Pythia foresees the destiny of a settlement. She sends Myskelos to Kroton to make space for Pythagoras and destines the merchant Archias to become wealthy in Syracuse and die there at the hand of his lover. The dream of foundation is always pregnant with destiny, though only obscurely.


However, neither the vocation of a founder nor a mandate from the oracle at Delphi nor even the actual settlement of a site suffices to make a locality into a town. The intervention of a recognized seer is required, an augur who creates space at the site discovered by the founder. This social creation of space is called in-auguration. The augur is specially gifted: he can see heavenly bodies that are invisible to ordinary mortals. He sees the city’s templum in the sky. This term is part of the technical vocabulary of his trade. The templum is a polygonal shape that hovers over the site found by the founder and that is visible only to the augur as he celebrates the inauguration. The flight of birds, a trail of clouds, the liver of a sacrificed animal can assist the augur in the con-templatio, the act in which he projects the figure seen in the sky onto the landscape chosen by the god. In this con-templatio the heavenly templum takes its this-worldly outline.


But con-templatio is not enough. The outline of the templum cannot settle upon the earth unless it is properly con-sidered, aligned with the stars (sidus). Con-sideratio follows con-templatio. Con-sideratio aligns the cardo (the axes) of the templum with the city’s “star.” The cardo was originally a “hinge” with an explicit, concrete, masculine-feminine symbolism.


The in-auguration is concluded by the naming of those parts of the city that will be right and left, front and back, and by providing a content for the spaces thus envisioned, fixing (de-signatio) the place for a mundus, or mouth of the underworld, which opens near the focus, the focal (fire) gate to the other world, where the Erinyes can surface. However, none of the augur’s gestures or signs leave any visible trace on the ground. They are fixed in models of livers or of wheels, some of which have come down to us. The augur’s actions constitute an incantation of space by the opposition and wedding of right and left which has yet to be made tangible. The founder himself must perform the wedding between this dyssymmetric templum and the landscape.


For this ceremony two white oxen are hitched to a bronze plow, the cow on the inside, drawing the plow counterclockwise, thus engraving the templum into the soil. The furrow creates a sacred circle. Like the walls that will rise on it, it is under the protection of the gods. Crossing this furrow is a sacrilege. To keep this circle open, the plowman lifts the plow when he reaches the spots where the city gates will be. He carries (portat) the plow to create a porta, a doorway. Unlike the furrow and walls guarded by the immortals, the threshold and gate will be under civil law. At the porta, domi (dwelling space) and foras (whatever lies beyond the threshold) meet; the door can swing open or be closed. Benveniste remarks that there is a profound asymmetry between the two terms in Indo-Germanic languages;8 they belong to unrelated sets of words. They are so distant from one another in meaning that they cannot even be called antithetical.  Domi refers to in-dwelling, while foras refers to whatever else is shut out.


Only when the founder has plowed the sulcus primigenitus (furrow) around the future town perimeter does its interior become space that can be trodden and only then is the arcane celestial templum rooted in the landscape. The drawing of the sulcus is in many ways similar to a wedding. The furrow is symbolic of a hierogamy, of a sacred marriage of heaven and earth. The sulcus primigenitus carries this meaning in a special way. By plowing a furrow around the future town, the founder makes inner space tangible, excludes outer space by setting a limit to it, and weds the two spaces where the walls will rise later.9





Plato’s Motherly Space


It is very difficult to evoke the sense of “space-as-substance” among modern city-dwellers.10 They cannot perceive space as “stuff”; they cannot imagine smelling or feeling it. It is therefore consoling that for Plato “to express [himself] in clear language on this matter [space] will be for many reasons an arduous task.” The statement occurs in Timaeus (49–52), which also deals with the foundation of Athens through the agency of Pallas Athene.


Timaeus describes the second of the three great principles that make understanding possible: “First, there is that which is in the process of generation; second, that in which generation takes place; and third, that of which the thing generated is a semblance.” The first, in our case, will be the tangible reality of Athens, the second the founded space within which it comes into being, and the third the templum, the idea of the town which “is prior to these others, and known only to God and he of men who is the friend of God.”


At this point in the dialogue, Timaeus is concerned only with the second of these principles, “the nurse of all things that are generated,” the “receptacle … that we may liken to a mother.” “Mother” in Greek, as in older forms of English, is synonymous with “womb,” not with “woman.” “She is the natural recipient of all impressions, and is stirred and informed by them, taking different appearances at a given time.” “Wherefore, that which is to receive all forms should have no form itself, as in the making of perfumes, where they first contrive that the liquid substance which is to receive the scent shall be as inodorous as possible….” “Therefore the mother and receptacle of all created and visible and sensible things is not to be termed either earth or air or fire or water … but an invisible and still undetermined thing … which, while in a mysterious way it partakes of the intelligible, is yet most incomprehensible.” Of this “receptacle and nurse of all generation,” Timaeus continues, “we have only this dreamlike sense, being unable to cast off sleep and determine the truth about it” because it exists “only as an ever-fleeting shadow,” even though out of it all tangible things are generated. In these delightful lines Plato still speaks of the image-pregnant stuff of dreams and imagination; he speaks as an early philosopher, however, as one who still has the personal experience of living and dwelling in precategorical “founded” space.


With Aristotle, space ceases to be understood as such a “stuff.” Plato’s “receptacle” (hypdechomene) is transformed by Aristotle into one of the logical four “causes” of existence and identified with matter (hyle). Aristotle lays the foundation for a perception of space on which Western space perception  ultimately builds, space not as receptacle but as expanse. Beginning with Aristotle, the “ideal city” becomes a juridical fiction.


Up until Plato’s time and on occasions, as we shall see, even later, the invisible city was a tough reality. Once in-augurated, a city is almost impossible to get rid of. The ideal space of a town cannot be eradicated; it survives the leveling of its walls, the burying of its buildings, and the enslavement of its inhabitants. After Scipio, the Roman general in the Third Punic War of 146 B.C., had desolated Carthage, he had by no means completed its destruction. He had not undone its foundations until Carthage was “plowed under.” Its sacred furrow had to be reversed: those clods that in the foundation ritual had been carefully heaped toward the inside had to be returned to the outside. When he ordered the un-plowing, Scipio probably thought of Achilles, who dragged Hector’s body thrice around Troy to “clean” (lustrare!) the spot, thus making Troy disappear. Only when a city’s soul has been snuffed out is its claim to tribute extinguished and the wilderness allowed to swallow up the site.



The Bulldozed Space



Scipio’s plowing under of Carthage evokes an eerie feeling for anyone who has ever lived in a Rio de Janeiro favela and seen bulldozers sweep down on its shanties. Two sentiments are incongruously entwined at this moment: a sense of déjà vu and a shock at the unprecedented nature of the confrontation being witnessed. Carthage and Rome faced each other as homogeneous enemies, two entities grown out of the same kind of stuff. But when the bulldozers come escorted by the police, two unlike entities meet—shanties grown out of dwelling space versus aggressors from a world constructed on the drawing board. One would underestimate the violent heterogeneity, the radical unlikeness of these two entities if one were to compare it to a science-fiction encounter between three-dimensional humans and visitors from multidimensional space.


Yet it is due perhaps to this incongruity that a favela once established does not go away just because its site has been bulldozed. Within weeks, even overnight, the same favela will be there again. If you watch in the evening after sunset, a hundred families will climb over the barricades carrying poles, mats, and infants. By dawn, dozens of women will emerge from the wobbly shelters to line up—as they have always done—and fill their buckets at the nearby spigot. For the most part, they will be different people from those who have just been carted away. Not the same people, perhaps, but the same favela has returned to its visible life. Certain towns, like Jericho, have had several lives. The bulldozer is as powerless to eliminate invisible space today as were the Roman legionnaires of antiquity. But cement can crust it over. When a parking lot is built or public housing rises on the site, the squatter can return no more. The ancients believed in their power to undo ritual space; they knew that it was a social creation. Architects can only condemn it and bury it under cement. And, as the world is cemented over, dwelling space is extinguished. It survives only in cracks and niches. Most people are forced to acquire costly space in which they cannot dwell.11






In-discrete Space and the Nightmare



The bulldozer incorporates the favela into the modern metropolis. It breaks down the distinction between outside and inside space.12 It incorporates discrete vernacular space sui generis into non-discrete, in-discreet, homogeneous, commercial space. Each dwelling space is the stuff for its own unique kind of housing. Non-discrete space must first be created and then be allotted to garage people in units of flats. The bulldozer can be taken as the symbol of societies like ours, of societies that exist in indiscrete space. Such exceptional societies cannot be compared with any that have previously existed: preindustrial societies could not have existed in homogeneous space. The distinction between the outside and the inside of the body, of the city, of the circle was for them constitutive of all experience. The dissymmetric complementarity of the exterior and the interior, of right and left, male and female was a root experience. The homogeneous space which transcends this distinction is, historically, a new kind of experience. It constitutes a continuum which was formally not experienced, a continuum that is neither interior nor exterior, neither right nor left. In societies that can experience this geometrical continuum,13 the “exterior” and the “interior” are just two locations within one kind of “space.” “Home” and “abroad,” “dwelling” and “wilderness” are nothing but regions or areas or territories selected from the same expanse. In this bulldozed space people can be located and given an address, but they cannot dwell. Their desire to dwell is a nightmare.14


Italo Calvino has described this nightmare in his Invisible Cities. He tells of Marco Polo’s visit to the court of Kublai Khan. Polo tells his host about the stuff of the towns through which his imagined travels have led him. Calvino has Marco Polo describe the sickening helplessness that he experiences as a man accustomed to traveling in three-dimensional space, when led through dreams of cities, each generated by a different “stuff.” Polo reports to the Khan on dreams of space with a pervasive taste of “longing,” on space made up of eyes, of granular space that jells into “names,” of space that is made up of “the dead,” space that constantly smells of “exchanges” or “innovation.” Marco Polo reports on these nightmares for the benefit of his host and ends with the following entry: “Hell—if there be such a thing—is not tomorrow. Hell is right here, and today we live in it; together we make it up. There are only two ways to avoid suffering in this Hell. The first way out is easy for most people: Let Hell be, live it up, and stop noticing it. The second way is risky. It demands constant attentive curiosity to find out who and what in the midst of this Hell is not part of it, so as to make it last by giving space to it.” Only those who recognize the nightmare of nondiscrete space can regain the certainty of their own intimacy and thereby dwell in the presence of one another.



Inner and “Outer” Space



“Taking up space” and “giving space” are interwoven into the art of dwelling. To dwell means to draw out of the city’s matrix a dreamlike stuff, to spin threads from it, to use these to form a warp harnessed to the city’s templum, and to weave action into this warp.


Even our thoughts must be woven into this warp, unless we want to disconnect them from the fabric of life. I cannot think in harmony with my imagination without implying such a warp of imaginary space. As soon as I say that I have “come to know something,” I have already kept my distance from it. I have “looked” at it, “searched” for it, “figured out” the “right angle” to “approach” it, “reached out” for it, and finally “grasped” it. All these verbs that allow me to describe the “process” and “progress” of my thinking are, of course, spatial metaphors, and they all refer to space that is within me. When I use any one of these expressions, I am aware that the space which I experience between myself and the world that I have come to know is not “in” the same kind of space, “in” which I perceive the things around me. I am told that “in my mind” is a systematically misleading expression and that I should dispense with it as thoroughly as I can.


I cannot follow such well-meaning advice. Insight leads me to the perception of an in-side. Starting from the ritually drawn perimeter (the furrow, the skin, the social domain) each age creates its own dissymmetric complementarity between these two sides. The inside and the outside are spun—one clockwise, the other counterclockwise—from the matrix of each culture. By insisting on interior “space” I defend myself against the geometrization of my intimacy, against its reduction to an algebraic notional equivalent to an exterior space that has been reduced to Cartesian dimensions.15 Such an intrusion would allow “nondiscrete” space to flay my intimacy and thereby render it extinct, as Carthage was plowed under by Scipio.


I equally refuse to give geometry a monopoly over things that are not part of my intimacy. Most cultures have eyes that see “out there” realities that cannot fit into the formal continua of mathematics and physics. Neither the Greek gods nor the ghosts of popular culture nor the elementary spirits of fire and water and air, that according to Paracelsus in his treatise on nymphs, sylphs, pygmies, and salamanders (Blazer) inhabit the elements, can dwell in such Cartesian continua. Geometry is not a spindle that can draw out yarn for the shuttle with which my imagination weaves.



Elusive Waters



The water that we have set out to examine is just as difficult to grasp as is space. It is, of course, not the H2O produced by burning gases nor the liquid that is metered and distributed by the authorities. The water we seek is the fluid that drenches the inner and outer spaces of the imagination. More tangible than space, it is even more elusive for two reasons: first, because this water has a nearly unlimited ability  to carry metaphors and second, because water, even more subtly than space, always possesses two sides.


As a vehicle for metaphors, water is a shifting mirror. What it says reflects the fashions of the age; what it seems to reveal and betray hides the stuff that lies beneath. On the Wilhelmshoehe near Kassel, a German baroque prince has surrounded his castle with an English garden that solicits his waters to spill all that they know. As a man of his age, he even developed a taxonomy of water’s secrets. His architects decided where in this park waters were to be clear or sparkling or deep or open or dull. In the woods they gush and mumble and ebb and swell, and in the meadows they meander and dally and trickle down in the grotto from the roof. There are niches and walls that are misty or dewy or wet. His waters tease and seduce; they threaten to drench and even to drown you. The prince’s waters are there to amuse a whole court.


However, it is not this everchanging surface of water that makes it so difficult to explore the historical “stuff.” It is the deep ambiguity of that stuff itself that makes it as elusive for us as space was incomprehensible for Plato. Water remains a chaos until a creative story interprets its seeming equivocation as being the quivering ambiguity of life. Most myths of creation have as one of their main tasks the conjuring of water. This conjuring always seems to be a division. Just as the founder, by plowing the sulcus primigenitus, creates inhabitable space, so the creator, by dividing the waters, makes space for creation.



The Division of Waters



In Maori myth, creation starts in the womb, in which the waters fuse. The firstborn wedges himself between mother and father, whom he thereby separates from each other; from the blood the separation draws out of the womb the world is made. In the Rig-Veda, Indra, the god, is the germ of the waters. He rises from the dark lap of the limitless flood, like a fiery column, as the waters that encircle him glow and sing.16


In the first chapter of Genesis, on the second day, “He said, let a vault arise amid the waters, to keep these waters from those; a vault by which He would separate the waters beneath it from the waters above. And so it was done.17 This vault He called sky. So evening came and morning came and a second day passed.” The waters rebelled against this separation. The chaos refused to make space for creation. The waters destined to be up high refused to leave the embrace of the waters resting below, and they embraced each other more closely. According to the midrashim (known to Philo, Origen, Jerome, and Albert the Great) the second day was the day of God’s cosmic struggle. He almost gave up the work He had begun. Only the foreknowledge that a remnant of Israel would remain faithful made Him return to his job. This one day He did not say “And it was good” because He knew the waters were weeping on account of their separation, and seeing their tears He too was sad. Some say that He spread his own mantle between the waters; others say that for this purpose He used a shard. All sources agree that He sealed this “firmament” with his own ineffable name and appointed a special angel to watch over the integrity of the sky. This angel, appointed eons before the other one who stands at the door of Paradise, holds the great seal, and each time a Jew’s curse rends the mantle, the angel is there to repair it. Only when He had finally succeeded in splitting the waters could He set out to create the earth.


To keep one’s bearing when exploring water, one must not loose sight of its dual nature. In many African languages the word for the “waters of the beginning” is the same as that used to designate twins. Dream-water there is two-faced. The flood, the blood, the rain, milk, semen, and dew, each of the waters has an identical twin. Water is deep and shallow, life-giving and murderous. Twinned, water arises from chaos, and waters cannot be but dual.


Water’s Dual Nature: Purity and Cleanliness


One very special way in which the dual nature of water shows is water’s ability to purify as well as to clean. Water communicates its purity by touching or waking the substance of a thing and it cleans by washing dirt from its surface.


The substantive purity that water radiates is not my theme; it is, rather, the other side of the subject I am pursuing. I wish to focus on the ability of water to wash and must be careful not to be misled and distracted by its purity. My theme is the power of water to clean, to detach what sticks to people, to their clothes or their streets. The power water has to penetrate body and soul and communicate to them its own freshness, clarity, and purity is another theme with an altogether different history.


The distinction between purification and cleansing is obvious yet difficult to clarify. The late archaic transformation of miasma in Greece, followed by the gnostic tradition and baptismal theology, has jumbled purifying blessing and detergent scrubbing under the emblem of “water” that determines modern sensibilities.18 In our century psychology and the religious sciences have continued this jumbled tradition and, consequently, the discussion of the power of water to detach and purge filth has been left to hygiene and engineering. As a result, the symbolic functions of ablution and laundry, insofar as these are distinct from purification, have been little explored.


Purification is by no means a process for which water is always needed. Water is often used in this process even though purification is also performed by other means: blood is used, but also incantations, noisy processions, ecstatic dances, the imposition of hands, induced trances or dreams, the wearing of amulets, fumigations, or contact with fire. However the purity that water restores or confers has a special connotation of freshness and transparency that transforms the innermost being and so it is often associated with re-birth.


A reflection on vocabulary is helpful to clarify the difference between purification and cleaning. Purity refers to a quality of being. Even when this quality appears on a being’s surface, it is perceived as the manifestation of something deep inside. Its beauty can be lost only through a corruption at the being’s core. There is no one word to say what is then lost. The loss can be expressed only with a negative compound: we cannot help but say “impure.”
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