
Hydropoetics
The Rewor(l)ding of Rivers

John Charles Ryan
Southern Cross University, Australia 

Nulungu Institute, University of Notre Dame, Australia

10 February 2022 (Thursday)
9.30 a.m. India (11.00 p.m. New York, Wednesday)



Jagir River, Surabaya, Indonesia. June 2020. Photo by JC Ryan.  
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1. River-Thinking: Ubud’s 

Campuhan

Campuhan, Ubud, Bali, Indonesia. March 2021. Photo by JC Ryan.  
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2. Towards a Theory of 

Hydropoetics

The Citarum River, Bojongsoang, Bandung, West Java, Indonesia. Photo credit: The Guardian, 
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2020/nov/02/rotten-river-life-on-one-of-the-worlds-most-polluted-waterways-photo-essay 



• Rivers “exemplify the complicated and 

complex dynamics of human-nature 

entanglements” (Kelly, 2018, p. xvi)

• Hydropoetics offers a framework for 

rethinking the value of rivers, articulating the 

complexities of human-water relations, and 

confronting river-related issues in the 

Anthropocene. 

• The root, poiesis, signifies “bringing forth”—

the lively potential of rivers to transform, 

adapt, intermingle, decouple, intensify, and 

diminish. 

• “When working with a river, the first place to 

start is to talk to it, finding out who it is and 

what it needs to flow” (Brierley, 2020, p. 21)

• “Economic views are too insensitive to be 

the only criteria for judging the health of the 

river organism. What is needed is […] 

reverence for rivers” (Luna Leopold, 1977, p. 430)

Iriomote Island, Okinawa, Japan. Photo credit: Ippei & Janine (Flickr)



3. Hydropoetics from the 

Dart (UK) to the Sepik 

(PNG)

A View from Dartmouth Across the River Dart to Kingswear in Devon,UK, and Out to the Mouth of the Dart in the English 

Channel. Photo credit: Herbythyme (Wikimedia Commons)



Ted Hughes’ River 

(1983)



Ted Hughes’ “Four March Watercolours” 

(1983) 



Ted Hughes’ “Milesian Encounter on the 

Sligachan” (1983) 



Alice Oswald’s Dart 

(2002)



Alice Oswald’s Dart (2002)



Alice Oswald’s Dart 

(2002) 

one step-width water

of linked stones

trills in the stones

glides in the trills
eels in the glides

in each eel a fingerwidth of sea.

 -Oswald, 2002, p. 2, ll. 28–33 

An Old Form of Fish Ladder on the River Dart at "Salmon Leap" in Devon. Photo credit: Herby (Wikimedia Commons)



Robert Adamson’s “Phasing Out the 

Mangroves” from Clean Dark (1992) 

Now it has been drawn up and swamp

will be filled, measurements

have been taken. 

[…]

The great hunched mangroves

will no longer tend

the instincts of kingfishers. 

         -Adamson, 1992, ll. 1–3, 8–10 

The Hawkesbury River road bridges in New South Wales, Australia. Photo credit: Daramulan (Wikimedia Commons)



Steven Edmund Winduo’s “Rivers of the 

Forest” from Hembemba (2000) 

A young lady passed in rhythmic stride

My young heart on a boat of passion rode

Hooked on the wind of unknown desires. 

[…]

Rivers of the forest swell

Swallow peoples of little thoughts

Leave art to speak of endurance in life. 

         -Winduo, 2000, p. 9, ll. 4–6, 23–25

A Cargo Ship Crossing the Sepik River. Photo credit: Top1963(Wikimedia Commons)



4. Indonesian Hydropoetics 

Lithograph After an Original Painting by A. Salm…The River Solo,

Dated Between 1865 and 1872. Image credit: Abraham Salm (Wikimedia Commons)



Sanusi Pane’s “Sawah” and “Sungai” from 

Puspa Mega (1971)

Sungai bersinar, menyilaukan mata      The river shines, dazzles eyes

Menyemburkan buih warna pelangi,      Spitting out a rainbow of froth,

Anak mandi bersuka hati,       A child bathes in delight,

Berkejar-kejaran, berseru gembira.      Chasing, exclaiming joyfully. 

-Pane, “Sawah,” 1971, ll. 5–8,

Farmers Plant Rice Close to the Citarum River Outside Muara Gembong, in Indonesia's West Java Province. Photo credit: Reuters (The Japan 

Times), https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2018/03/02/asia-pacific/indonesia-aims-banish-toxic-waste-lifeline-citarum-river/





Hidjaz Yamani’s “Martapura River”

(1957)

Banks of Martapura River, South 

Kalimantan. Photo credit: Crisco 1492 

(Wikimedia Commons)



Afrizal Malna’s “mother in river cremation” 

from Anxiety Myths (2013)

Lake Batur in Kintamani, Bali, Flowing Into the Wos River. Photo credit: J. C. Ryan



Khairani Barokka’s Indigenous Species 

(2016) 
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Khairani Barokka’s Indigenous Species 

(2016) 



5. Returning to the 

Campuhan

Campuhan, Ubud, Bali, Indonesia. March 2021. Photo by JC Ryan.  



Campuhan River Junction, Ubud, Bali, Indonesia. Photo credit: Wikiwand   



Rice Field Irrigated by Traditional Subak System. March 2021. Photo credit: J.C. Ryan.



Polluted Waterbody in Bali. Photo credit: The Independent, https://www.independent.co.uk/travel/asia/bali-plastic-

pollution-sea-diver-video-indonesia-problem-manta-rays-a8246241.html 



Campuhan River Junction, Ubud, Bali, Indonesia. 

March 2021. Photo credit: J. C. Ryan



6. Conclusion and Further 

Reading
• In the Anthropocene context, river 

consciousness requires traversing the vast 

bodily, social, regional, and political scales 

of ecological crisis. 

• “A sense of place cannot be conceived 

outside of a sense of transnational 

connectedness” (Heise, 2008, p. 181) 

• Hydropoetics is a “recuperative imaginative 

act” (Hume & Osborne, 2018, p. 10)

• Hydropoetics invigorates new imaginaries of 

rivers—new wor(l)dings and rewor(l)dings—

encouraging openness to the rivers that  

exist and the rivers that are yet to emerge.

Aerial View of River in Thailand. Photo credit: Shutterstock





Thanks for listening…

John Charles Ryan, PhD

Southern Cross University, Australia

john.c.ryan@scu.edu.au
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