
Rivers 

Rivers run through literature like… oh, I don’t know, like a big wet windy thing – I am sure there must be a word? I 
think, perhaps, because they have a natural narrative structure: a source, a middle, and an estuarine end, they figure 
more often in novels than many of our themes. Joseph Conrad’s , Heart of Darkness (where the journey is back-
wards) is, perhaps the most celebrated and the most controversial. Robert McCrum ranked it at 32 in his list of the 
best 100 novels in English: 
 
‘So far, on this list, with the possible exception of Alice in Wonderland (No 18 in this series), Heart of Darkness is 
probably the title that has aroused, and continues to arouse, most literary critical debate, not to say polemic. This is 
partly because the story it tells has the visceral simplicity of great myth, and also because the book takes its narrator 
(Charles Marlow), and the reader, on a journey into the heart of Africa.’  
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2014/apr/28/100-best-novels-heart-of-darkness-joseph-conrad 
 

Whilst many critics have seen it as great literature and regard it as a coruscating critique of colonialism, the distin-
guished Nigerian writer, Chinua Achebe has called Conrad ‘a bloody racist’ and argued in his 1975 essay, ‘An Image of 
Africa,’ that it perpetuates the idea of Africans a ‘other’ and should not be included in the canon of great literature.  
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/1995/11/06/the-trouble-with-heart-of-darkness 

 
Read it for free, here and decide for yourself:    https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/526 
 

There are plenty of river poems, too. I think that Emily 
Dickinson has written one that suits every theme we 
have had from the start of the first lockdown, so she 
must be due another feature: 
 
My River runs to thee— 
Blue Sea! Wilt welcome me? 
My River wait reply— 
Oh Sea—look graciously— 
I'll fetch thee Brooks 
From spotted nooks— 
Say—Sea—Take Me! 
 
Emily Dickinson    And sung by Neara Russell: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FWKDZTSsRVI 

Footbridge over the Trent near Derby 

The River Congo 

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2014/jan/20/100-best-novels-alice-wonderland
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2014/apr/28/100-best-novels-heart-of-darkness-joseph-conrad
https://www.poemhunter.com/emily-dickinson/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FWKDZTSsRVI


 I had not come across Kathleen Jessie Raine before: “Born in London to a Scottish mother and an English father, 
poet and scholar Kathleen Jessie Raine was educated at the University of Cambridge’s Girton College. A visionary 
poet whose work probed the intersection of science and mysticism, Raine bridged elements of Jungian psychology 
and neo-Platonism in her work.”   https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/kathleen-raine 

Personally, I loved this dream of crystal streams – but see what you think: The River by Kathleen Jessie Raine  

In my first sleep 
I came to the river 
And looked down 
Through the clear water - 
Only in dream 
Water so pure, 
Laced and undulant 
Lines of flow 
On its rocky bed 
Water of life 
Streaming for ever. 
 
A house was there 
Beside the river 
And I, arrived, 
An expected guest 
About to explore 
Old gardens and libraries - 
But the car was waiting 
To drive me away. 

One last look 
Into that bright stream - 
Trout there were 
And clear on the bottom 
Monster form 
Of the great crayfish 
That crawls to the moon. 
On its rocky bed 
Living water 
In whorls and ripples 
Flowing unbended. 
 
There was the car 
To drive me away. 
We crossed the river 
Of living water - 
I might not stay, 
But must return 
By the road too short 
To the waiting day. 

In my second dream 
Pure I was and free 
By the rapid stream, 
My crystal house the sky, 
The pure crystalline sky. 
 
Into the stream I flung 
A bottle of clear glass 
That twirled and tossed and spun 
In the water's race 
Flashing the morning sun. 
 
Down that swift river 
I saw it borne away, 
My empty crystal form, 
Exultant saw it caught 
Into the current's spin, 
The flashing water's run. 
 

 

This conjures up clear chalk streams like the Test and Itchen rather than the Congo or Thames winding lugubriously 
into darkness. And speaking of the Itchen… 
 
Finally, a great bit of slowish TV on iplayer; Chris Packham walks up the River Itchen reflecting on memories, his strug-

gles with poor mental health and the healing power of the natural world. Quoting Manley Hopkins and Dylan Thomas 

as well:  https://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/episode/m000xqgp/chris-packham-the-walk-that-made-me 
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