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Geography and Religious Knowledge in the Medieval World,
ed. by Christoph Mauntel, De Gruyter, Berlin—Boston, 2021, 312 pp.

The presented volume explores the intersec-
tion of the geographic and religious fields.
It is structured around the overarching in-
quiry into how religious ideas influenced
geographical knowledge in various forms.
It comprises case studies that focus on spe-
cific premodern geographic works, com-
bining textual and cartographic sources,
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often existing in multiple copies. This
criterion allows for extensive analysis and
comparison, exploring diverse modes of
presenting geographic thinking and ena-
bling examination across multiple copies
of a single work.

In the cultural traditions of Latin
Christian Europe and the Arabic Islamic
world, it is shown how these domains
converged in various ways — a phenom-
enon less evident in the ancient world.
The Authors discussed that while Greek
and Roman geographical texts primarily
focused on religion to identify and lo-
cate specific temples and places of wor-
ship, this volume presents case studies
delving into how geography and religion
became intertwined in diverse contexts
and societies. On a secondary level, the
Authors seek to facilitate comparative
analyses between the Arabic Islamic and
Latin Christian worlds. Although recent

years have witnessed a growing trend in
this comparative approach, the overarch-
ing question that forms the core of the
book is to what extent religious knowledge
influenced geographic and cartographic
representations of the world.

The book’s Authors span various aca-
demic disciplines, contributing expertise
from medieval history, Islamic studies,
social space, cartography, travel accounts,
and German literature. Their diverse
backgrounds offer in-depth insights into
themes such as canon law, geographical
culture, and temporal dynamics cover-
ing medieval and Renaissance periods.
This disciplinary diversity enriches the
book with a wealth of perspectives and
approaches, forming a cohesive team ca-
pable of effectively addressing the themes,
challenges, and research questions outlined
in the introduction.

Organised into four sections, the vol-
ume groups papers with common subjects
to foster a comparative perspective. Build-
ing on these themes, each contribution
delves into detailed analyses of individual
texts, providing insights into their unique
ideas. Simultaneously, they facilitate com-
parisons between the Latin Christian and
Arabic Islamic traditions of geographical

thought.

As stated by the Author and editor Chris-
toph Mauntel, one of the main objectives
of the volume “is to use the concept of
‘religious knowledge’ to trace such adap-
tions, transformations, and transfers of
religious ideas in premodern geographic
thinking, and to ask whether these ideas
directly refer to any source of revelation
by analysing how different authors and
works used, interpreted, and frame this
religious knowledge”. Therefore, in the
first chapter, he asserts that Christian
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cartography, particularly in the case of the

Beatus tradition from the tenth century,

reflects a distinct religious influence in the

framing and orientation of world maps. To
some extent, these maps, known as map-
pae mundi, are visualisations of Christian
theology. In contrast, the impact of reli-
gious knowledge on Latin Christian geo-
graphic representations persisted well into
the early modern age. However, the Arabic

Islamic geographic tradition appears, at

first glance, less evidently influenced by

religious knowledge. Indeed, it is notewor-
thy that, in line with Yossef Rapoport, the

Author suggests that Islamic maps served

primarily as practical guides to the world,

focusing on functionality rather than be-
ing regarded as religious artefacts aimed
at salvation.

Turning to the various contributions
comprising the volume, these have re-
vealed themselves to be particularly ap-
propriate and stimulating with respect
to the discussion set out in the volume’s
introduction. The four sections already
anticipated can be synthetically addressed
as follows:

1. In this section, the Authors interpret
the fundamental visual representations
of Arabic-Islamic and Latin-Christian
geographical thought through a reli-
gious lens. Karen Pinto addresses the
challenge of identifying Islamicate maps
as representations of the “world”, em-
phasising the need for expertise, a dis-
cerning eye, and a willingness to move
beyond the ingrained mimetic structure
of contemporary maps and daily satel-
lite images. She advocates for a cartog-
raphy that embraces geographical spa-
tiality, transcending the limitations of
a single predetermined modern perspec-
tive. Following this, Christoph Maun-
tel analyses the T-O diagram, which,
with its memorable and easily replicable
representation of the three parts of the
known world, was the most frequently
drawn depiction of the medieval world.

Contrary to assumptions linking it to
antique and pre-Christian origins,
Mauntel contends that the tripartite
world concept does not necessarily de-
rive from antique authors. However,
the exact origin of the diagram remains
unclear, subject to ongoing scholarly

debate.

. The second set of papers addresses how

various authors tackled the collection
and compilation of geographical knowl-
edge following religious specifications.
Notably, Lambert of Saint-Omer, al-
-Idrisi, and Yaqut are analysed to discern
how they organised their works and the
role assigned to religious knowledge.
Kurt Franz delves into the impact of
faith and religious knowledge on the
work of Muslim geographical authors,
particularly examining Yaqat's ‘Mu ‘jam
al-buldan’. While the volume suggests
a connection between pre-modern geo-
graphical knowledge and religious ideas,
Yaqut’s work offers limited support.
Jean-Charles Ducéne aims to investi-
gate whether the well-known al-Idrisi
employed religious ideas as a structur-
ing element in his geographical, carto-
graphic, and descriptive work. Ducene
contends that religious practices or be-
liefs appear secondary in a geographic
description primarily focused on towns
and itineraries. Furthermore, al-Idrist’s
maps, rooted in mathematical geogra-
phy, do not exhibit a religious struc-
turing of space, with only two icono-
graphic elements having potential ties
to religious tradition.

. The third section concentrates on in-

novative methods for locating and il-
lustrating geographical and religious
knowledge. For instance, the focus is
on the initial Latin globes around 1500,
presenting three-dimensional mappae
mundi. Felicitas Schmieder addresses
a crucial question aligned with the vol-
ume’s central themes: does religious sig-
nificance exist, and if so, does it convey
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meaning on any spiritual level? David A.
King explores two distinct solutions
rooted in folk astronomy and math-
ematical geography, representing what
he considers the ultimate medieval so-
lutions for determining the sacred di-
rection in Islam. The sacred direction
is oriented towards the sacred Kaaba
in Mecca, astronomically aligned for
various ritual acts from prayer to burial.
A recently unearthed 40-sector scheme
adds a new dimension to Islamic folk
geography or cartography, marking
a culmination, though more ornamen-
tal than practical, of gibla-charts.

. The fourth section’s papers centre on
descriptions and depictions of medi-
eval cartographic and diagrammatic
representations of the Holy Land: In-
grid Baumgirtner and Eva Ferro em-
phasise the religious dimensions and
potential to facilitate pilgrimage, evoke
religious symbolism, and elicit spiritual
emotions. The leading hypothesis sug-
gests that medieval mapmakers incor-
porated specific technical features into
maps and to deepen religious emotions
and evoke intense sensory responses in
readers of narrative travel accounts. For
instance, the Florence map is contextu-
alised within the late medieval reception
of travel reports, exploring how carto-
graphic visualisations aim to intensify
the pilgrimage experience. Despite be-
ing predominantly studied as a coher-
ent codex, a deeper analysis reveals its
composite nature. Another paper delves
into the material usage and experience
of texts and maps as tools for virtual
pilgrimages. It illustrates how texts and
maps sought to guide readers’ respons-
es by enabling rotation or unfolding.
Raoul DuBois investigates fifteenth-
century pilgrims’ attempts to mediate
their Holy Land journey through vari-
ous representational forms, examining
the material and medial dimensions of
reproductions and exploring processes

of reorienting books, turning pages, and
unfolding maps and woodcuts. The ar-
ticle scrutinises specific examples of il-
lustrated guidebooks for the pilgrimage
to the Holy Land, such as miniatures
in a German translation of Niccolo da
Poggibonsi’s Libro d’Oltramare. Nic-
cold’s book is here considered the first
pilgrimage guidebook in the vernacular
and fully illustrated, expressing a desire
to bring the Holy Land experience to
those unable to travel. This recalls the
concept of “virtual pilgrimage”.

The volume, as a whole, provides the
reader with a rich variety of case stud-
ies that amplify, on various scales, con-
texts, and sources, the ambitious research
questions proposed by the purpose of the
work presented here. These themes could
be further explored in relation to the con-
temporary sacred landscape and the traces
it preserves: What repercussions are ob-
served in present-day representations? In
religious practices, particularly pilgrim-
age, what iconography emerges? Are there
other sources in art history?

While typically addressed separately, it
is noteworthy how the volume ultimately
contemplates that the Latin Christian and
Arabic Islamic geographic traditions are
not isolated. Numerous studies affirm that
both spheres have significantly influenced
each other, though the degree of entangle-
ment remains a subject of dispute. Many
case studies illustrate how Latin works,
in most instances, adapted geographical
ideas from Arabic texts. For example, the
world map crafted by the Venice-based
cartographer Pietro Vesconte is a promi-
nent example of this cross-influence. Ad-
ditional instances outlined above suggest
the exchange of geographical names, car-
tographic ideas, and entire texts between
Latin and Arabic scholars, often facilitated
by Jewish intermediaries. However, as in-
triguing as these examples may be, the
volume acknowledges Gautier Dalché’s
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scepticism regarding the extent of entan-
glement. He argues that distinct Latin and
Arabic approaches to descriptive geogra-
phy and cartography remained largely iso-
lated, with certain remarkable exceptions.
Furthermore, he contends that Arabic
texts translated into Latin primarily con-
veyed Greek knowledge and ideas to Latin
scholars rather than Arabic Islamic ideas.

The case studies in this volume dem-
onstrate, on the one hand, connections
and entanglements, even concerning the
realm of religious knowledge. On the other
hand, it becomes evident that the spiritual

influence on geographic knowledge was
predominantly a characteristic feature of
the Latin Christian tradition. The Arabic
tradition of geographic knowledge was
Islamic in that it often focused on the
Islamic world and, in individual cases,
was influenced by religious knowledge.
In conclusion, the volume sensibly leaves
the discussion open, acknowledging that
assessing the extent of entanglement in
both traditions is challenging. [

Leonardo Porcelloni
(University of Genoa)

228 Studia Geohistorica * Nr12. 2024



Recenzje i omowienia

Ellen F. Arnold: Medieval Riverscapes. Environment and Memory in
Northwest Europe, ¢. 300—1100, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge

2024, 302 pp., 1 map, 23 figures

Riverscapes medieval and early

modern: Ecological conversations

As a historian of reformation and pre-
-industrial Europe interested in all aspects
of that history, including cultural history
and memory studies, I use my knowledge

MEDIEVALI
' PES

RIVER:

of the early modern period to offer some
reviewing reflections on Ellen Arnold’s
Medieval Riverscapes. This knowledge
was even once practically used because
I was an expert witness in a case about
fishing rights in rivers as they passed the
great medieval cathedrals, grants made
by King Henry I (1100-1135) were still
legally enforceable. This is an important
historical background for looking at how
rivers, their curtilages and appurtenances
were appropriated by the state to be dis-
posed of at its pleasure. Ellen Arnold, who
calls herself a “water historian”, gives a dif-
ferent account of premodern river geogra-
phies beyond politicised and commodified
orders of knowledge. Her approach draws
far more on historical community-based
approaches.

The book appeared in Cambridge Uni-
versity Press’s Studies in Environment and
History series. However, it is also a book

about literary constructions of riverscapes,
and indeed, Cambridge University Library
accessioned the book as a monograph on
literature and not history. This captures
nicely how eco-criticism straddles disci-
plines, and indeed, Medieval Riverscapes
draws extensively on poetry and visual im-
agery (including cartography) as well as on
annals, chronicles, hagiographies and law
codes, all of which contribute to the place
of rivers in imagination and memory. In de-
fining “riverscape”, Ellen Arnold calls them
“complex, socio-cultural networks of use,
appreciation, fear, respect and value that
people build up around rivers” (p. 9), and
her book is very much an exploration
and vindication of that definition. A lit-
tle later, she discusses the huge Peutinger
table map from late antiquity in which
“Rome is where all roads and rivers lead.
Space is condensed, bodies of water and
land masses stretched and shrunk... the
mapmaker has distorted time and retold
and reimagined the history of empire”
(pp- 15-16). And this, too, acts as a motto
for what follows. We follow rivers at their
most limpid and sparkling; at their most
commanding in defining boundaries and
directing the movement of peoples; at their
most dangerous; and at their most violated
and contested, as they are appropriated
for human benefit — first by watermills,
then by weirs, dams, sluices, and then by
bridges. The contestation blurs into the
anthropomorphic, as Christians sought
to (literally) convert the demons and river
gods to the world of miracles and divine
warnings.

The book is arranged thematically
but each theme has a particular chrono-
logical focus. We begin with “poetries of
place”, introducing three poets, especially
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Venantius Fortunatus, who celebrated
most of all not the only natural luxuriance
of the riverscapes of late antique Gaul,
but the human flourishing enabled by
riverside locations. Next, come “rivers at
risk” (the hazards of navigation especially),
then “river resources” (fishing, watermills,
bridges, and “river system interventions”;
then comes “rivers and memory” above
all memories of disaster; then “ruptured
rivers”, which focuses on rivers as fron-
tiers, physical, military, political, and on
the ways they promote disruptions and
restorations — ending with an account of
rivers as agents of miracles); “meanderings”
(tales of fabulous fish and monsters), rivers
as warnings (when they go into reverse),
and recollections of Noah and the Great
Flood and covenants over the waters. The
final chapter is a miscellany with the un-
helpful title “the same river twice”, in effect
an account of riverine themes in surviv-
ing ceilings and mosaics and also in some
poetry and imaginative prose writing later
than those of the first chapter.

This amounts to a study of riverscapes
strongest on memory and human/nature
interaction, with the rivers giving as good
as they got, and a strong sense of rivers as
suffering actors and as oracles of warning
and reproach. Much of this can be rep-
licated in both the sources and scholarly
writing about rivers in the middle cen-
turies of the second millennium. I am
entirely aware of what is being done in
Britain, so [ will concentrate on that. The
sources are much richer, of course. Now,
we have far more state records, far more
local legal records, and far more evidence
that can measure the scale of human/river
interaction and its consequences. Much
of this is very recent. That said, an eco-
-history of early modern British rivers to
match Ellen Arnold’s Medieval Landscapes
has yet to be written. In the authoritative
online Bibliography of British and Irish
History, with more than half a million
items, only 414 of the items tagged to

the period 1500-1750 published before
2020 contain the word “river” (none con-
tain “riverscape” and only one “riverine”).!
The great majority of these volumes are
descriptions and antiquarian works. None
that I could see were aware of the eco-turn
in historical studies, and very few have
used literary or visual evidence.

Let me give four representative exam-
ples. The University of Liverpool (but
drawing in colleagues from across the UK)
has produced an online database draw-
ing on all known evidence of extreme
weather events in the UK over the past
500 years.”> Concentrating on local gov-
ernment records and personal informa-
tion (letters, diaries, etc.) from five large
regions (about one-third of Britain), this
is a cultural but not really an eco-history
resource. In parallel with this is a 2021
doctoral thesis also from Liverpool enti-
tled ‘Learning from the past: Exploiting
Archives for Historical Water Management
Research’,? an evaluation of the various
kinds of evidence that exist for a study
of historic flood and drought. It includes
a case study for the county of Stafford-
shire 1550-1750 (linked to a 10-page
spreadsheet appendix of events across all
200 years) and an account of a project in
which volunteers were used to examine the
obstacles to environmental research, lead-
ing to proposals on how these obstacles
could be overcome. There are many ap-
pendices, including one offering prelimi-
nary reviews of surviving evidence in ten
regional and national repositories. A third
example of new work is that of Dr Rose
Hewlett (Bristol PhD on the 1607 Seven
Estuary Flood, the greatest natural disaster
in recorded time in the UK — this does
not seem to be available online). From

' ). Putley, Riverine Dean: the maritime & waterfront archaeology of the
Forest of Dean, Dean Archaeological Group occasional publication, 5
(Lydney: Dean Archaeological Group, 1999).

? See https://tempest.liv.ac.uk/.

3 Helen Clare Houghton-Foster’s dissertation available at: https://core.
ac.uk/download/481471089.pdf.
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the abstract, it seems that she argues that
all previous work, based on sensationalist
London pamphlets, misrepresents what
happened, and in two open-access works,
in an article? and more substantially in the
introduction and matter of her edition of
the records of the Gloucestershire Court
of Sewers 1583-1642,> she explores the
tension between the records kept by those
who had to deal with the aftermath and
the rather different agendas of London
journalists. One more pioneering thesis
is that of John Emrys Morgan (Warwick
PhD, 2015) entitled ‘Flooding in Early
Modern England. Cultures of Coping in
Gloucestershire and Lincolnshire’. The
two counties are well chosen, for while
Gloucester is the basin of the Severn, Lin-
colnshire was a low-lying, wetland county
with the greatest amount of interference
in the period, converting fen to rich ag-
ricultural land with important social and
cultural consequences. The main thrust of
Morgan’s work is on the blame game be-
tween the venture capitalists who financed
the transformed waterways and the locals,
many of whom lost out, and many more
who found the changing flooding patterns
wrecked their lives.

These works are not randomly chosen.
They are, as far as I can see, representative
of the recent river research, and while they
demonstrate advances in historical geogra-
phy and pointedly attempt to draw lessons
for the present, none of them really engag-
es with eco-history as Ellen Arnold defines
it, as “complex, socio-cultural networks of

“ R. Hewlett,"Weird weather in Bristol during the Grindelwald Fluctuation
(1560-1630); Weather, vol. 76, no. 4 (2016), pp. 104-10.

3 Courts or commissioners of sewers were leading gentry appointed by
the Crown to regulate and to enforce rules governing all watercourses,
natural or manmade, within a single county. They were formally estab-
lished in 1531 and only abolished in 1930, replaced by more bureaucratic
Internal Drainage Boards. Very few of the records of these commissions
have survived for the early modern period. See R. Hewlett, Gloucester-
shire Record Society, Record Series, vol. 35 (2020).

¢ Available online at: https://wrap.warwick.ac.uk/id/eprint79945/1/
WRAP_THESIS_Morgan_2015.pdf.

use, appreciation, fear, respect and value
that people build up around rivers” (p. 9).
And these studies, rooted in (if not con-
fined to) the methods and preoccupation
of geographers and economic historians,
do establish the different stories of rivers
over time. Most obviously, the extent of
human disruption of the natural flow
of rivers in the early modern period was far
greater and with it, the extent of regula-
tion and conflict. I cannot put numbers
on it yet, so let me give my own vivid ex-
ample. In Nottinghamshire in the 1620s,
a leading family built new fishing weirs for
their own use, obstructing the movement
(which could only be done by river) of coal
from upstream mines. A legal dispute en-
sued and got snared up in conflict between
different jurisdictions. The owners of the
mines (the Cavendishes), who controlled
the local apparatus of the quarterly meet-
ings of magistrates, told their supporters
but not the owners of the weirs and their
supporters (the Stanhopes) that they were
moving the Sessions from its usual venue,
and to empanel a partisan jury of frechold-
ers to present the weirs as a public nuisance
which would permit their destruction by
the sheriff and his men. The Stanhopes
found out what was happening at the last
moment and rushed to the new venue,
where a pitched battle occurred. Inevita-
bly, this led to a trial in the King’s Court
of Star Chamber, which kept impeccable
and voluminous records. Here, economic,
social, political, and cultural history all co-
incide around the river Trent. It is a story
awaiting its historian.

The nearest we get to a sense of a specifi-
cally early modern eco-history of English
rivers is from a stand-alone study by the
great and popular biographer Peter Ack-
royd, stepping out of his comfort zone in
his biography of the Thames,” a cultural
history in which all chapters are thematic,
not chronological, with a bias towards

7 P. Ackroyd, Thames: Sacred River (London, 2007).
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cultural history and to the river’s vulner-
ability, and with a focus on its differing
moods. Ackroyd draws on a similar range
of sources to Arnold, but his aim is a vivid
description, not an analysis.

Ellen Arnold calls us to look at human-
river two-way interactions and she uses
chronicles to illustrate adaptive memory
and attempted understandings of angry
rivers in flood. There is patchy reportage
for the early modern period, but it does
not seem as important in making memory.
I am struck by the apparent fact that fires
were more central to popular imagination
and collective action than floods. I think
I am right in saying that while, following
many fires (Nantwich, Dorchester, Lon-
don, and Newmarket, spring immediately
to my mind), national collections were
organised by Parliament to support those
affected, there is no similar national re-
lief efforts after the many floods, even the
worst of them, the “tsunami” of 1607 in
the Severn estuary.

Rivers were polluted by human effluent
in the medieval period, of course, but not to
the extent they were in the early modern
period. One area I happen to know about
is the disposal of waste from breweries,
which became semi-industrialised early on
and did nothing for the fish or the fisher-
ies. Indeed, there was a steep decline in
river fishing and the popularity of river
fish in the middle centuries of the second
millennium in relation to the previous pe-
riod, with the rich creating fishponds on
their estates and the poor eating salted
fish from the sea.

Any eco-riverscape studies for England,
in particular, would begin from two bases.
The first would be the overwhelming im-
portance of the Thames (navigable for all
but twenty-four of its 215 miles and in
many of its twenty tributaries) and bring-
ing much of one-third of all English coun-
ties into its hinterlands. It is no coinci-
dence that almost half of the 414 items
in the English Short Title Catalogue

(460,000 works published in Britain in
any language or in English anywhere be-
fore 1800) relate to the Thames. London’s
well-established domination of the English
government, economy, and culture is very
much the product of the nature of the
Thames.

The other base position for any eco-his-
tory of English rivers in the pre-industrial
era would be the shape of England and
its consequent river systems. In the early
modern period, all the major cities were
ports on the coast or on rivers navigable
to the sea. Because so many of those rivers
were navigable for most of their length,
it has been established that only a hand-
ful of the 180 corporate boroughs were
more than 20 miles from water navigable
to the sea. For example, ten of the forty
largest towns in England sat in the river-
scape of the Severn.

A cultural and eco-history of rivers
would be able to explore the particular
significance of these issues. But ultimately,
what would be most necessary is how riv-
ers represent both constancy and varia-
tion of appearance, utility, and mood. It is
striking that rivers have the oldest names
of any features of the landscape. Britain
was conquered and acculturated by Ro-
mans, Saxons, Norsemen and Normans,
and all have left their mark on the names
we give to mountains, wild areas, culti-
vated areas, and built environments. The
etymology of the names of all our larger
rivers (Thames, Severn, Mersey, Ouse,
Clyde, etc.) are from old Celtic and pre-
date any of these waves of settlement. The
rivers are always the same but constantly
changing, as we see in the tropes of po-
etry, painting, folk tales and folksong, all
of which mingle the river as fixed, calm,
resolute, the river as angry and vengeful,
the river as sluggish, clogged, dejected, the
river as impulsive, quixotic, in control. It
leaves me lost in admiration for the rich-
ness of Arnold’s study. If the journeys of
Fortunatus speak of the glories of many
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riverscapes,® the equivalent for Britain
would be John Taylor the Water Poet
(1578-1653).° Taylor was born neither
into wealth nor poverty, was apprenticed
as a Thames waterman and spent many
years ferrying goods and persons across the
Thames or from ships to shore with a lu-
crative contract to bring wine ashore for
the King’s Court. He was also secretary to
a group of royal privy counsellors charged
with improving navigation between Lon-
don and Oxford, rowing them upstream
and noting all the obstructions; he was
restless, however, and eventually lost his
wine contract to the relation of the man
who doled out the contracts. He then took
to the road and to water to write highly
entertaining and politically challenging
travelogues to an ever-larger readership.
His twelve entertaining picaresque adven-
tures took in all forty English counties and
many in Scotland and were published in
pamphlets with titles like A verry merry
wherry voyage (from London to York), or
Part of this Summer’s Travels, or news from
Hell, Hull, and Halifax (the reference
to Hell being a scatological reference to
a Derbyshire hill or peak he rowed past,
called locally the Devil’s Arse). Written in
rhyming couplets alternating with chatty
prose, this is a wry, keenly observed and
critical account of all the people and places
he encountered, noting the character of
each river and of the ambiguous rela-
tionship (human benefit, environmental
degradation, changing moods) between
the rivers and their human exploiters/tor-
mentors. Here he is in prose about the
river Dee at Chester, where he described

& See for example the section headed Reading rivers in the chapter entitled
Poetries of place (Amold, Medieval Riverscapes, pp. 21-9, which begins
with this quotation from Fortunatus: “Does the Meuse, sweetly sounding,
haunt of crane, goose, gander, and swan, rich in its threefold wares in
fish, fowl, and shipping, detain him, or the Aisne where it breaks on
grassy banks and feeds pastures, meadows, and fields ...?" [p. 21]).

° There is an excellent summary of his life by Bernard Capp in The Oxford
History of National Biography (online and in hard copy [2004]), and a full
biography and evaluation of his writings by B.S.Capp, The World of John
Taylor the water poet 1578—1653 (Oxford, 1994).

a river “spoyled and impeached [=imped-
ed] by a bank of stones all over it, only
for the imployment of a mil or two which
river other ways would be passable and
profitable to the whole country for many
miles”.'? Then, in verse, after he describes
a desperate fight against a tidal race on the
Humber, he celebrates a fruitful alliance
of man and nature:

And thus by God’s grace, and man’s industry
Dame Nature, or mens art doth it supply.
Some 10.yeares since fresh water there was scant,
But with much cost they have supplyd that want;
By a most exclent water-worke that’s made.
And to the towne in pipes it is convayd.
Wrought with most artificiall engines, and
Performd by thart of the industrious hand

Of Mr William Maultby ..."

John Taylor was unique and is more eas-
ily assimilated to the genre of topography
than poetry, but his unique background as
one of thousands of men (even then) who
derived their livelihood from the Thames
gives his description special riverine sig-
nificance. Rivers are everywhere in poems,
sometimes evoking classical or biblical
oI macrocosmic tropes, as, of course, in
the literary works discussed by Arnold."
Milton’s sonnet listing Oliver Cromwell’s
victories and warnings for the future (“new
foes arise // Threat'ning to bind our souls
with secular chains”), uses well-established
names for most of his battles but changes

0 Part of this summer’s travels, or news from hell, Hull and Halifax. . . by
John Taylor (1639), p. 29 (viewed on Early English Books Online, STC
(2nd edn)/ 23783).

" All the vvorks of John Taylor the water-poet, being sixty and three in
number (1630), p. 88 (viewed on Early English Books Online, STC
(2nd edn)/ 23725).

2 See Arnold, Medieval Riverscapes, esp. in chapters 1 and 4 — as for
example in the following (p. 171): “In his account of Sturm’s exploits,
Eigil built on both the rich focus amoenus tradition and encomnia of
classical and Late Antique Latin literature and to biblical descriptions
of a bountiful paradise. They actively worked to frame local landscapes
as sites blessed by God, and thus tied to the broader heritage of Christian
lands. The rivers of Gaul could be connected to the famous rivers of
classical history, and to the rivers of Paradise [...]"
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the battle of Preston to the river Darwen:
He “Hast reard God’s trophies, and his
work pursud, // While Darwen stream
with blood of Scots imbrud”).’* And on
the eve of the civil wars of the 1640s, and
rewritten many times as the wars devel-
oped, John Denham [in Coopers Hill]
wrote about the Thames as it crossed his
lands, carrying with it all the vicissitudes
of its and of any life, seeking out the one
certain destiny: “Hasting to pay his trib-
ute to the sea // Like mortal life to meet
eternity”.'"* Such work — and, of course,
the visual representations of riverscapes
(in English, the word was coined in the
nineteenth century specifically in relation
to painting and visual evocations)" — has
still to be integrated into eco-histories.
A final reflection. From (especially) the
second century CE to the Enlightenment,
medical science was dominated by the Ga-
lenic theory of the four temperaments or
four humours, the elements of the human
body — blood, phlegm, yellow and black
bile — and treatments consisted of cor-
recting imbalances (blood-letting, purges,
etc.). But if the human body is a single

B https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/44749/sonnet-16-
cromwell-our-chief-of-men-who-through-a-cloud (checked against
standard scholarly editions).

™ https://rpo.library.utoronto.ca/content/coopers-hill-1642 (the best
scholarly and annotated edition).

5 See the entry in the Oxford English Dictionary: The earliest known usage
is 1854 as a compound noun: “Another shower; another sunlighted
and magical land and river-scape”; and the earliest usage without
a hyphen is given as 1884: “one would certainly have taken the medal
for land and riverscape had one been awarded” [citation to Photographic
News, 24 Oct. 1884].

body made up of these elements, so, it
might have been imagined at the time,
is a body of water. An eco-history could
be built around zhe phlegmatic river (fixed,
calm resolute), the choleric river (angry,
resentful), the melancholic river (sluggish,
dejected) and the sanguine river (impulsive,
assertive, quixotic). Such a history would
reflect the different moods of a single li-
ving entity. It has a constant life, and it
has its humours, and when those humours
get out of balance, it gets sick, clogged
by idle weeds, angry in the form of tidal
surges, pollution and nausea, a benign
host to the pageant and excitement, a stil-
Iness and place of peace. Early modern
rivers did not have their monsters, but
if they did not have minds or perform
miracles, they had agency, and that agency
came from God-given rain and man-made
disruptions and exploitation. Such a histo-
ry would be resonant for our times, just as
Ellen Arnold has shown us a Aistoire totale
has for the medieval riverscape. [

John Morrill
(Selwyn College, Cambridge)
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