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Introduction



ADAM NICOLSON



The poet Alice Oswald has said recently that ‘the surface of water is complicated by transparency, and its transparency is complicated by refraction . . . The physics or nature of water is metaphysical, meaning that its surface expresses more than itself.’


That is water’s allure: it can always mean more than itself. It is a substance in the world and yet its meaning, or the meanings it can carry, are as elusive as meaning in music. When Schumann was asked what one of his compositions meant, his answer was to play it again. In music, meaning and being are inextricable – it means what it is – and water shares that quality. It is only itself and yet inevitably more than itself. It is the most layered thing in our daily life. If we could see the air, we would think the same of it, but water uniquely in the physical world fuses opaqueness with transparency; we see what it is and have no idea what it is. Is it any surprise that it is the great medium for poetry?


Perhaps there is something else in play. Half of all the water in the world, half of all the rivers, lakes and seas, was made before the world began. For billions of years after the universe jumped into being, shock waves from star formation bound together the hydrogen and oxygen atoms that were adrift between the stars. Most of that water still floats across the universe in giant molecular clouds, not unlike the vast streaming rivers of water that transpire from tropical rain forests and flow above them to fall as life-giving rain beyond their borders. ‘The Orion Nebula in our galaxy creates enough water every day to fill the world’s ocean sixty times over,’ the polymath Caspar Henderson has written. There are billions of planets largely or wholly covered in water, ‘either frozen solid or rolling in global oceans tens or even hundreds of kilometres deep.’
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