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TEXTE

Hydro fem inism and Myth ical
Waters: a Crit ical Approach
Thinking about water in a way that breaks from dominant and insti tu‐ 
tion al ized defin i tions of water requires that we look beyond the
modern, posit ivist view of water as a molecule which, from the 18th
century onward, became progress ively detached from territ ories and
natural landscapes 1. This way of concep tu al izing the precious liquid
that enables all life on earth began devel oping in Western Europe and
North America and now oper ates around the globe, exerting influ‐ 
ence in all kinds of social, economic, polit ical and legal structures.

1

The history of our ideas about water is marked by changes in values
that ulti mately reflect on the phys ical, substan tial ways in which it
becomes polluted, mistreated and drained. As Astrida Neimanis
acutely points out, “water scapes are certainly material, but they
would not  be worlded without a certain aqueous imagin a tion that
delimits what we think water should be, and should do” 2. Would we
be so inclined to disregard the care of this natural resource if we
imagined it as part of ourselves? From the perspective of the hydro ‐
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lo gical defin i tion of the body, and of the inherent rela tion of its
watery compos i tion with the ecolo gical envir on ment, humans are
part of an inter con nected web of living organ isms that entangles
people with all kinds of embodied entities, those purely aquatic – like
oceans, lakes, rivers and streams – and animal too.

The formu la tion of hydro fem inism is indebted to modern feminist
thinkers who preceded it, but also to all know ledge that, throughout
history, has allowed for altern ative imagin aries of water. Although not
as in depth as with gender theories and phenomen o lo gical previous
defin i tions of water, Neimanis has engaged with the imagin aries
of  indigenous cosmogonical tradi tions “to read them as concrete
exer cises in ways of being in the world”. She has been specific ally
inter ested in current artistic repres ent a tions of the ances tral
concep tions of water as “a living, spir itual being with its own
respons ib il ities to fulfil”, and as crucial to “envir on mental [...] [and]
cultural survival” 3.

3

People who are considered “indi genous” are often defined as those
who have a precedent or more original claim to a place, as opposed to
others who are char ac ter ized as settlers or newcomers. Such claims
are usually expressed through place- based descrip tions of rela tion‐ 
ships. The distinc tion is useful for envir on mental human ities in the
sense that human communities are an essen tial part of the ecolo gical
system. The cosmogonies of these communities ascribe agen cies to
the different beings and collect ives of certain regions. “Indi geneity”
thus refers, in a compre hensive way, to systems that integ rate
humans and nonhu mans in partic ular places over many gener a tions.
Indi genous know ledge also often refers to obser va tions of the envir‐ 
on ment over an extended time period. There fore, it is important to
under line that indi geneity does not neces sarily – and seldom does –
mean “coming before” so much as a way to express intergen er a tional
systems of respons ib il ities that connect humans, animals, plants,
sacred entities, and all kinds of structures 4.

4

Many cultures have invoked the ocean and water bodies to create
their gods and goddesses. The ocean has been for centuries the
source for creation myths and of all sorts of evil and good spirits,
agents of destruc tion or protec tion. They can provide nour ish ment or
even profit and prosperity. Water deities, or myth ical entities related
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to and controlling water bodies, are at the very begin ning or found a‐ 
tion of human soci eties. The symbolic signi fic ance of oceans has been
registered all over the globe. Coastal waters, lagoons, estu aries,
mangroves, rivers and springs have often inspired the imagin a tion
and depic tion of submerged worlds in which life and death  renewal
follow an infinite cycle 5.

Indi genous female deities or goddesses are partic u larly attached to
gest a tion ality as the means of the world’s origin. The symbolic value
of female divinity as the power that creates the natural world is
different from the signi fic ance that divine male power usually has.
For instance, in the Chris tian cosmogony –  the non- scientific most
influ en tial cosmogony in Spanish speaking territ ories  – creation of
the world is ex- nihilo, meaning that it emerges from nothing. On the
contrary, goddesses often represent cyclical move ments of creation
and renewal. Hydro fem inism is fruitful for the study of these
goddesses because they represent altern ative, non- dominant imagin‐ 
aries of water. We must take into account, however, that, from hydro‐ 
fem inism’s perspective, gest a tion ality, or water’s capa city to enable
new life, is opposed to hetero norm ative repro sexu ality as the axis of
life’s continuum. This is also not an imped i ment, as Neimanis puts it,
to recog nize the “feminist commit ment to thinking the differ ence of
maternal, feminine, and other wise gendered and sexed bodies” 6.

6

Hydro fem inism’s approach to indi genous cosmogonies seeks not to
underpin an “essen tialist” concept of either sexual differ ence or
water, but rather point out pre- modern, pre- colonial ideas of it that
could offset posit ivist, mech an istic and dominant repres ent a tions of
humans’ rela tion ship to water.

7

One of the ways we can study indi genous under stand ings of water is
through myth o logy: the tradi tion of alleg or ical narrat ives dealing
with gods, demi gods, and legendary heroes of a partic ular culture.
These stories can be registered in oral or written liter ature. In a
similar way to ecofic tions, ancient myths consti tute a rich source for
thinking about water in feminist and hydro fem inist terms. Fables
featuring char ac ters repres enting animate or ensouled ecolo gies, for
instance the numen aquae –  spirits or genies that protect a specific
place to avoid the possible excesses of intruders and preserve its
treas ures – even consti tute the ances tral roots of both legendary and
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literary ecofic tions, to the point that the study of mermaids, dragons,
water fairies and other water beings is currently a frequent object of
research in the fields of educa tion and compar ative literature 7.

We will focus on how water is conceived in the repres ent a tions of
female divinity, taking goddesses Mari from Basque culture and María
Lionza from Venezuelan culture as case studies. These goddesses are
less known than the ones from Pagan Greek and Roman
cosmogonies; nonethe less they are relevant for anthro po lo gical,
histor ical, artistic and linguistic know ledge of the Spanish speaking
world territories.

9

Mari and María Mionza are from different sides of the Spanish
Atlantic, but they are remark ably both Pre- Christian female divin ities
related to water, which are still present in the current cultural
panorama and partic u larly recog nized as symbols of specific,
protected natural reserves. Goddess Mari has been the subject of
academic atten tion since the mid-20th century. Ethno lo gists noted in
Basque folk lore the traces of this supreme feminine being, who was
linked to the survival of a Neolithic goddess 8. The oral sources of the
Amer in dian myth of María Lionza are ancient and date back at least
to the begin ning of Spanish colon isa tion. Her figure has not been
immune to syncretism, as it has in some contexts taken the attrib utes
of a white, Spanish lady. Nonethe less, she remains an important
symbol of abori ginal femin inity in Venezuela.

10

Hydro fem inism has under lined the impact that appre ci ating and
assim il ating the rich ness and diversity of water culture could have,
partic u larly through new ways of thinking about the way humans
coexist with nature. Taking up on this chal lenge, I will inter pret the
myths of Mari and María Lionza and the rituals related to them as
part of the altern ative water cultures that offset current mech an istic
views of waterscapes.

11

Mari: Life and Water in a
Female Cosmos
When Alex ander von Humboldt was working on his best- selling work
Cosmos (1850), the avail able, non- archaic altern at ives terms such as
“universe”, “monde”, “Earth” and “world” could not cover the recip ‐
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rocal connec tions of mind, nature, form and history that he wanted
to convey. The modern words could not precisely desig nate the
harmo ni ously ordered whole that nature consti tutes. Science needed
the aid of poetry, which had in Antiquity come up with a word that
signi fied “universe, order of the world, and adorn ment of this
universal order”. Such adorn ment, of course, comes from human
intel lect. The material universe could exist without humans, but the
“cosmos” could only be shaped by the histor ical rela tion ship between
nature and human percep tion, one that can be traced in philo sophy,
liter ature, art, sciences, tech no lo gies, and ecolo gical understanding 9.

In indi genous Basque culture, the cosmos is female. At the centre of
the Basque community’s cosmogony is goddess Mari, an alleg or ical
repres ent a tion of the planet that is material- animistic at its core. She
is the Earth or the maternal body of the universe and, at the same
time, the mother soul who anim ates it, the psyche or conscious ness
of the universe. Inter est ingly, the body or matter is not separ ated
from the spirit in its creative function 10. This symbolic struc ture thus
supports female divinity as the ruler of all that can be defined as a
natur al istic vision of the world. She is, in fact, the abso lute goddess,
because her figure combines func tions that in other myth o lo gies
appear dispersed or distrib uted among different genies or deities.

13

Mari integ rates all the king doms of nature and the four elements. She
encloses into her symbolic persona the mineral, the vegetal, the
animal and the human. We find water in its purest form as part of the
four elements Mari rules over. She inhabits the planet’s interior and
directs its aquatic phenomena. Her caves are humid and she manip u‐ 
lates currents and rain, just as she produces the winds, by flying
through the atmo sphere, and fire, when the sun comes out of her
earthly womb, the terraqueous matrix that bears all, and flies like a
fiery sickle. Earth and water are at the centre of the creation of Mari’s
daugh ters. Contrary to many other myth o lo gies, the  sun, Eguzki in
Euskera, like the  moon, Ilargi-, is female. They emerge from their
mother and return to it after their course across the blue sky,
plunging into the reddish sea, as they set to continue their journey
into the underworld 11.

14

The partic u lar ities of Basque myth o logy emerge with the prepon der‐ 
ance of a widely female lexicon. Studies of Basque toponymy have
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also connected Mari to the Neolithic Mha, lady of the lands, domestic
animals, flowers and serpents 12. This relates her to the Goddesses of
Old Europe, who Marija Gimbutas care fully traced in many sculp tures
and ritual ceramics collected from south eastern Neolithic and Chal‐ 
co lithic Europe. In most of them, she inter preted a cyclical percep‐ 
tion of time and a system of values and beliefs where regen er a tion
and renewal are funda mental features: a concept in which life and
death do not mark the begin ning or end of anything, but rather the
trans form a tion of some thing, prior to the dicho tom iz a tion of thought
and the system of binary oppos i tions: human versus nature, life
versus death, man versus woman. The female figur ines were not
described as natur al istic repres ent a tions, but rather as universal and
symbolic abstractions 13.

In Mari’s myth o logy, animals, like water, appear entangled with the
female’s own figure too. She meta morph oses into all that inhabits the
earth. For instance, she is often repres ented with goat feet, and this
is not a mere acci dent: the animal belongs to her being. In some
places she is seen in the form of a bull, a ram, a serpent, a horse, a
crow, or a vulture. Under lying all this is the sacred ness of the earth as
the primary element, as feminine and there fore trans mut able and
trans muting into all the other beings. In this regard, agrarian imagin‐ 
a tion, based on the trans form a tion of the seeds of reality through the
matrix earth, has profoundly influ enced Mari’s myth o lo gical narrat‐ 
ives throughout history 14.

16

Built under the natural surface of an unlim ited hori zontal terrain only
partially known, there is the myster ious, under ground place through
which rivers of milk flow and where abundant treas ures are found. In
those under grounds, Mari's rooms are richly adorned with gold and
precious stones. There the souls of ancestors and most of the gods
and myth ical figures who commu nicate with humans roam around
free, through chasms and caverns. Mari is the goddess of life but also
of death. She receives the souls of those who die within the Earth.
Prehis toric humans even coex isted in caves with their ancestors,
under the tutelage of Mari as their protective spirit. The survival of
this familial struc ture in the later communit arian sense of exist ence
that trans lated to family houses is remark able. The domestic cult to
ancestry was led by the lady of the house, to gain Mari's favor. Being
protected by divinity was iden ti fied with communit arian order, guar ‐
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an teed socio- religious harmony, the right of asylum and trans mis sion
of the house within the family. Some tradi tional Basque laws  called
Régimen foral in Spanish are still effective today in histor ic ally Basque
territ ories. These laws somehow converge with tradi tional myth o‐ 
logy. The sacred ness of the houses and their ancestor has a close
correl a tion with an agrarian social struc ture defined by the undi vided
estate and the freedom to make a will, which gives rise to frequent
cases of female inher it ance and matri loc ality that high light the
important social role of  women 15. But where the myth ical goddess
and the natural land scapes merge the most is in the impressive peaks
of the Basque country. The Anboto Moun tains – a natural sanc tuary
with multiple streams and springs – rise in the Urkiola Natural Park,
at the heart of the Duranguesado region. This locality houses
numerous elements of reli gious signi fic ance, pertaining to its prehis‐ 
toric, medi eval, Gothic, Renais sance, and Baroque heritage, as well as
a vibrant rural myth o logy that links female entities with witch craft
and the mountains.

The lime stone slopes of the Anboto Moun tains are char ac ter ized by
being replete with fossils. Not surpris ingly, the contrast between
their green veget a tion and their bare, light- coloured rocks caught the
atten tion of Alex ander von Humboldt. Mari is commonly known as
the Lady of Anboto, and over sees about 400 caves and inhabits one
that is considered her main abode. Quite important Chris tian temples
and monu ments were constructed near geograph ical spaces asso ci‐ 
ated with the Basque goddess of the moun tains, but her role as a
moun tain deity is still present today in some rituals. Moun tain eers
and shep herd esses often make food offer ings to her to pray for good
weather, good fortune, and the preven tion of accidents 16.

18

These rituals are similar to others that take place across the Atlantic,
in the Andes. In those South Amer ican peaks food offer ings to Mother
Earth are made at least once a year, at the begin ning of August, while
liba tions  or challas to  Pachamama 17 are daily and precede almost
every drink. However, these quasi- universal forms of worship are
almost no longer prac ticed in the Iberian world, due to tech no lo gical
progress and advanced secularization. But food being still offered to
Mari in pastoral contexts at the foot of Mount Anboto is both unusual
and valu able. Even so, the moun tains of Anboto still summon a sort of
connec tion to nature that reflects a sense of commu nion with the
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land scape: drinking their water. The famous Pol- Pol spring, whose
onoma to poeic name refers to the waters that flow from it, is ferru‐ 
ginous in compos i tion and has a distinctive reddish colour. Locals
travel several kilo metres on foot to drink from it, in order to
prevent anaemia 18.

María Lionza: Indi genous Water
Bodies in South America
There are count less stories about who María Lionza was before
becoming the Queen and Goddess of both a Venezuelan myth and a
cult. Those who venerate her believe that she is a force or spirit with
whom they can make pacts to obtain health, wealth, fortune, and
love. Despite the many versions of her origins, she is a funda mental
part of Venezuelans' under standing of their indi genous history, and
she is widely known for being a protector of nature who calls the
moun tains home. Her import ance as a national symbol grew substan‐ 
tially during the 1940s and 1950s, when her legend was promoted as a
founding myth.

20

There are two main distinct narrat ives about who María Lionza was:
one that attrib utes her to an indi genous origin and another that
points to a Spanish one. The white woman with European features,
María Alonzo or Leonza, derives her power from the wealth secured
through land owner ship and labour; she is a landowner queen, rich in
morocotas –  old Spanish currency  – who is able to make deals to
provide wealth to those who worship her. She is similar to the
nineteenth- century European lady. However we also find a rich array
of myth o lo gical female preced ents in the Amer ican continent. The
ancient indi genous roots of María Lionza can be found in Mayur onza,
a telluric force, and Yara, a woman from the abori ginal myth o logy of
Brazil related to one of the possible deities of the abori ginal inhab it‐ 
ants of Yaracuy, a Venezuelan region. Both repres ent a tions, the
Spanish lady and the Amer in dian woman, are present in paint ings,
sculp tures, and texts produced in Venezuela, as well as in the rituals
of the cult of María Lionza, whose rituals are prac ticed by the most
diverse social groups of the urban middle and working classes 19.
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The oral sources of the Amer in dian myth are ancient and date back at
least to the begin ning of colon isa tion of the Amer ican continent.
Archae olo gist and ethno lo gist Gilberto Antolínez published a consol‐ 
id ated version of Maria Lionza’s myth in 1945. This tale was to become
one of the most influ en tial in contem porary Venezuelan history and
cultural imagin a tion. According to Antolínez’ anthro po lo gical recon‐ 
struc tion, shortly before the Spanish inva sion, the daughter of a
Nívar chief was born with quite unusual green eyes. The people  of
the Jirajara tribe to which the father and daughter belonged believed
she would bring about their ruin, as told by an ancient legend that
had announced the arrival of a girl with empty eyes  who would
awaken a monstrous serpent. They asked the chief to offer the girl
with green eyes as a sacri fice to the anaconda that lived at the
bottom of the lake: the guardian spirit of the waters. But the father,
instead of handing her over, decided to hide her. She grew up
confined, with no one except her mother and twenty- two guard ians
able to see her eyes, as she had also been forbidden to approach any
surface that could serve as a mirror. This could not hold the
serpent, who one day put the guard ians to sleep and claimed the girl
that had grown over the years into a woman of somn am bu lant
beauty. The young woman wandered to the shore of the lake to see
for the first time the copy of her face in the water and found in her
eyes the reflec tion of the world of the gods and the dead. The reflec‐ 
tion soon took the shape of the anaconda that awaited her on the
other side of the water. Right there, where the two images met, that
of the monster and that of Jira jara, a hole was formed through which
she disap peared. The spirit of the lake was then filled with an unstop‐ 
pable force, and as it grew so strong, it swept away houses, temples,
and crops, turning the lake into a great river that would forever
connect the Venezuelan regions of Sorte and Tacarigua 20.

22

The ethno graphic studies and recon struc tion of the myth during the
mid 20th century came to vindicate the abori ginal past of the mestiza
Goddess by incor por ating indi genous sacred beliefs into the story of
her origin, giving them a universal scope and assim il ating them to the
values assigned to archetypal nature. In this sense, María Lionza is
considered to be at the centre of a religion similar to those that have
developed in other parts of the Amer ican continent, which assign a
sacred domain to caves, moun tains, lagoons, and water ways. The
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devotees of these reli gions can commu nicate with the spirits that
inhabit the anim ated nature. The vener ated goddesses are also often
repres ent a tions of women in asso ci ation with water, earth, the moon,
and the serpent, all under lying symbols of myths origin ating from
ancient matri archal soci eties. The goddess Yara, protector of the
waters and the harvests, sits on a throne guarded by lions, snakes,
and goats. A similar figure in Greek myth o logy would be the
goddesses Cybele or Rhea, who are depicted surrounded by beasts,
and were celeb rated by priests with dances to the sound of drums 21.

María Lionza’s legend takes us back to the prim or dial aquatic chaos of
the flood, a symbol of destruc tion and of cosmic order restor a tion in
myth ical tales. Its dual meaning or contra dic tion is resolved when it
becomes an attribute of the deity. Gods and Goddesses can control
the flood and, at the same time, embody a powerful force that moves
the wheels of time’s cycles. Aquatic divin ities or entities rule over
water masses such as lakes, rivers and springs, seas and oceans, their
tides, and all events related to them. From the begin ning of civil isa‐ 
tions, as symbolic creatures, they often have human char ac ter istics
and those of aquatic animals. Prob ably one of the most known
creatures derived from this mythological imagination are mermaids.
What all these gods, deities, or water entities have in common is the
fact that they have a double rela tion ship to the envir on ment, some‐ 
times attached to nurturing, calm waters, and others to rough,
myster i ously dangerous depths 22.

24

The Jira jara woman, who becomes a goddess in the Venezuelan myth,
travels inward the water depths to enter the spirits’ abode. To cross
from the world of humans to the world of spirits she must look into
her own eyes. The serpent monster is dangerous, lurking under her
reflec tion. After facing it, she becomes part of the serpent and vice
versa. The giant serpent is first crouching beneath the surface of the
water, then spilling into the earth. Suddenly, there is no longer any
oppos i tion between the woman/human and the animal that repres‐ 
ents menacing nature, only the force of the goddess's own creation:
the river.

25

By the end of María Lionza’s legend, there is no oppos i tion between
the woman’s body, the body of the animal that eats her or the body of
the water that is born from chaos, once the magic inside the lake
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provokes it to over flow and become a river. This symbolic image of
commu nion of bodies is extremely powerful when we remember that
rivers in the Amazon, and other South Amer ican regions, could also
be imagined as gigantic serpents. Like the animals, rivers are also
alive, and are micro cosms in them selves. Rivers have three physiolo‐ 
gies: under ground, terrestrial, and flying. Their taxonomy is like that
of serpents, which can bore through the earth and snake through the
mud. Rivers modify their relief and their outline because their meta‐ 
morphic processes corres pond to geomorphic ones. They also “shed
their skin” when they change their water, and can even change
basins. Water and skin are struc tural to rivers and snakes; they regu‐ 
late pres sure, temper ature, and pain when they keep out or let in
harmful substances or elements.

Carib bean and South Amer ican cultural imagin aries have been heavily
influ enced by African culture. Enslaved Africans carried by Europeans
to the continent brought many of these water myths with them, just
as they trans ferred habits, food, and reli gion, they incor por ated
world views and myths about nature, which, of course, have been
evolving, adapting and mixing with European and local Indi genous
cultures over a quite extended period of time. Water is one of the
most important symbolic elements in the cultures of the
African  diaspora 23, it provides move ment and life and it can
represent enslave ment, death, liber a tion and rebirth. Spirits,
goddesses, and asso ci ated cults reflect the sociocul tural and
economic processes by which contem porary Carib bean and South
Amer ican cultures came into existence.

27

We have already pointed out María Lionza’s connec tion to Brazilian
female divinity. Yara, the Brazilian lady of the water, is an aquatic
entity of the rivers and the oceans. In the legends of the Amazon
region it mani fests in scen arios that always involve the liquid realm,
such as water falls, lagoons, rivers, streams  (igarapés), or flood
forests (igapós). These natural habitats sustain the life of Indi genous
peoples. Similar is Yemanyá, a female orixá of the African pantheon of
the Yoruba reli gion, whose Brazilian cult is related to coastal waters.
One inter esting female figure not asso ci ated with the Venezuelan
Goddess in anthro po lo gical research yet is Mami Wata. She is an
African spirit who repres ents the waters from where it emerged and
where it lived. It may take the form of the archetyp ical mermaid, or
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siren, the woman- fish, or even that of a snake 24. Similar to the way
that occurs within African culture, Amer ican water female deities are
myth o lo gical beings related to different water bodies, either marine
or fresh water ones. They have extended their pres ence from pre- 
modern to modern times in magical- religious rituals and their origin
prob ably dates back to the moment humans under stood their
depend ence on water.

Beyond the myth ical found a tion of María Lionza’s cult, there is the
ritu al istic expres sion of the process of change and trans form a tion in
Venezuelan reli gious life produced by the contact between many
different reli gions and cultures, as well as of the social and polit ical
tensions between classes and social groups. It is a widely spread cult
that assim il ates Indi genous and Black concepts and prac tices,
elements of Cath oli cism, Free ma sonry, Spir itism, and, to a lesser
extent, other spir itual sources such as Gnosti cism, Kabbalah,
and  occultism 25. Nonethe less, what is most remark able about the
vener a tion of María Lionza for the purposes of this study is that like
Mari she is inher ently embedded in the natural territory. The
Venezuelan goddess has her own moun tain, which is today protected
as a national natural reserve. Montaña de Sorte, is located within the
trop ical rain forest life zone and is a natural monu ment where the
Yaracuy, El Chorro and Charay rivers are born; these, together with
the Gurabao, Buria, Turbio and other rivers, supply the
Majaguas reservoir.

29

Chron icles and other docu ments from colo nial times kept the testi‐ 
monies and descrip tions of numerous sanc tu aries or places of
worship in the caves of the moun tains of north- western Venezuela,
confirming the persist ence of their use as sacred places and as
refuge. An extraordinary number of idols and vessels were found in
these caves as offer ings, along with animal parts. Offer ings were also
made to enchant ments and owners, who, according to belief, lived in
the lakes and water ways of the moun tains. These prac tices were
intended to promote the fertility of the land and the well- being of
its inhabitants 26.
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Conclusion:
Imaginary Landscapes for the
Conser va tion of Nature
Both in Basque and Venezuelan indi genous myth o lo gies, humans,
aquatic creatures and other types of animals live in inter re lated,
inter de pendent systems. Addressing the history of their entangled
ecolo gies and multi- species assemblages allows us to chal lenge
modern dicho tomies that separate the human from the natural
world’s exist ence, as well as move beyond current scientific and
cultural under stand ings of what water is. Anim istic and poly the istic
reli gions  gave humans a rich system of symbolic repres ent a tion
through which they could conceive their rela tion ship with water
devoid of asym met rical power struc tures and desires of domin a tion
over the Earth as well as the different elements that integ rate it.

31

Myth o lo gical stories from cosmo- naturalistic concep tions of the
planet  and their components can offer different paths
of  imagination  that shed a new light  on current scientific find ings
about water being matter that makes up the world’s continuous capa‐ 
city of body creation. María Lionza, like Mari or even Mami Wata,
have not, of course, remained immune to the move ments of
“transcul tur a tion”, the forcible influ ence all dominant cultures exert
over under mined ones in colon ized territories 27. Over time they have
adopted values not neces sarily related to the import ance of water as
a vital liquid that connects everything earthly. Still, the oral and
written accounts we have preserved about them clearly represent an
altern ative to modern concep tions which define water as an instru‐ 
ment of Anthro po centristic object ives and aspir a tions. These
goddesses also adhere to the very material aspects of a partic ular
thinking or set of values about water: they corres pond to concrete
territ ories, in many cases protected, and inhabit partic ular moun tains
and caves. Their bodies could not be conceived without all the other
ones that make up the environment.

32

Histor ical detach ment from the ways in which we imagine the
cosmos as organic, recip rocal and formed by circular natural cycles,
in favour of a more mechanistic, machine-like view of the natural
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world is thor oughly analyzed, from an ecofem inist perspective, by
Carolyn Merchant in her now classic work The Death of Nature (1980).
As Merchant proposes, the divine rela tion ship between women and
the creation of everything that belongs to the natural world is
previous to the human theories of domin a tion of nature as crucial for
human survival. That woman- nature connec tion is also a symbol of
the trans itional thinking of the micro cosm: the idea that one
imagined human- like body can contain a whole  universe 28.
In  indigenous cosmogonies that micro cosmic body, contrary to
typical post- Christian imagin aries of micro cosm, is quite frequently
female, or, at least, not exclus ively male.

Studies like those of  Gimbutas 29 and Merchant suggest that the
vener a tion of the ancient feminine suffered great decline asso ci ated
with the social commo tion produced by wars over natural resources
and the intens i fic a tion of agri cul tural devel op ment and
mineral  exploitation 30. The rela tion ship  between  cosmogonical
beliefs and soci opol it ical arrange ments are not, however, unidirec‐ 
tional. They serve to affirm each other. Beliefs and values are mani‐ 
fested in prac tices, when those actions funda ment ally change reli‐ 
gious and polit ical arrange ments. What seems more evident is that
the kind of trans ition that under mined divine femin inity started when
agri cul ture was perfected well beyond early small- scale horti cul ture.
The study of water culture over many intergen er a tional, quite
extended periods of times shows that water went from being defined
as an embod i ment of female prin ciples to become the gift of powerful
male reli gious beings, and, parallel to this, from being owned collect‐ 
ively, to trans form into the object of primarily male prop erty rights
and control 31.

34

Whether supreme or not, female figures of  indigenous cosmogonies
have main tained some type of mean ingful pres ence in many reli gious
schemes as deities. The rituals and prac tices asso ci ated with them
more often than not take us to the ances tral notion that any destruc‐ 
tion that occurs to nature should be the one gener ated by its own
chaotic processes of renewal, not up to humans. Natural move ments,
whether destructive or nutri tious, connect all animal and non- animal
bodies. We can see it in the powerful river- snake that swal lowed the
Jira jara woman or in the consump tion of ferru ginous moun tain water
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that could restore the mineral defi cien cies within our own
watery bodies.

It seems evident that these indi genous cosmogonies are congruent
with hydro fem inist notions of water bodies. In the myth o lo gies we
have observed that:

36

water is under stood as alive, rather than as mute matter; it is a
rela tion, rather than a thing. It is emplaced, rather than substi tut able
[...] it mani fests a rela tional ethic that connects human and non- 
human realms 32.

This reflects in the very material ways in which natural anim istic
spir itu ality mani fests. Currently, as shown in the images from the
Miranda Satel lite, the northern area of María Lionza’s Monu ment,
where reli gious rituals were tradi tion ally performed, is well
preserved; while the southern area shows strong signs of defor est a‐ 
tion and extensive land use, which have been permitted in
recent years 33.

37

As Neimanis proposes, concepts and figures help humans explain the
world by allowing them to appre ciate certain aspects of a
phenomenon. If we want to focus our atten tion on how we can
coexist with all bodies of water, this might require that we, as a
society, invest less resources (including our imagin a tion) in figuring
out ways we can benefit from them without giving back to natural
cycles of life. Beyond the abstract, mater i ality can give the oppor‐ 
tunity to under stand the actual processes of destruc tion imposed on
water that come from our detached under standing of  it 34. Specific
imagin aries and concepts give us a way of enga ging with the world.
For instance, thinking holist ic ally about water means that even as one
of its aspects comes into focus in a specific situ ation, all of its aspects
are latent in water’s depths, those so profoundly poet i‐ 
cized  by  cosmogonical thinking. In those imagin aries water is not
some thing that we can act on, or act for, or against. Ritu al istic
connec tions to the earth and loca tions where the goddesses inhabit
contra dict, in fact, a presumed domin ance over water, which instead
is a part of the whole of which humans are not separ ated from.
Pereg rin a tion to sacred natural places is one of the very material
ways through which some people still prac tice today the connec tion
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RÉSUMÉS

English
This study high lights the import ance of the divine feminine in heritage and
biocul tural memory, for today’s social sens it ivity to conser va tion of water
and the natural envir on ment. Indi genous cosmogonies propose concepts of
water that predate modern, posit ivist ways of conceiving humans’ rela tion
to water bodies as detached from life cycles. This paper aims to contex tu‐ 
alize the ances tral divine feminine and its rela tion ship to water in the field
of water imagin aries, from both sides of the Atlantic, within the funda‐ 
mental ideas that support hydro fem inism as a philo soph ical stance, and
taking as case studies Goddesses Mari (Basque culture) and María Lionza
(Venezuelan culture). These goddesses are marginal in the Western World if
compared with the more widely known ones from Pagan Greek and Roman
cosmogonies, but they are quite important for anthro po lo gical, histor ical,
artistic and linguistic know ledge of the Hispanic world. Studying them from
hydro fem inism’s perspective can signi fic antly enrich the diversity of our
current water culture, partic u larly through their symbolic meaning and
myth o lo gical narrat ives. Ulti mately, the article explains the connec tion
between the feminine and water scapes by under lining patterns and correl a‐ 
tions that could affect, in a positive way, prac tices and ethical approaches to
the way we relate to water.

Français
Cette étude souligne l’impor tance du divin féminin dans le patri moine et la
mémoire biocul tu relle, dans le cadre de la sensi bi lité sociale actuelle à la
conser va tion de l’eau et de l’envi ron ne ment naturel. Les cosmo go nies
autoch tones proposent des concep tions de l’eau anté rieures aux approches
modernes et posi ti vistes qui conçoivent la rela tion des humains aux masses
d’eau comme déta chée des cycles de vie. Cet article vise à contex tua liser le
divin féminin ances tral et sa rela tion à l’eau dans le champ des imagi naires
de l’eau, des deux côtés de l’Atlan tique, au sein des idées fonda men tales qui
sous- tendent l’hydro fé mi nisme comme posi tion philo so phique, et en
prenant comme études de cas les déesses Mari (culture basque) et María
Lionza (culture véné zué lienne). Ces déesses sont margi nales en Occi dent si
on les compare aux déesses plus connues des cosmo go nies païennes
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grecques et romaines, mais elles sont très impor tantes pour la connais sance
anthro po lo gique, histo rique, artis tique et linguis tique du monde hispa nique.
Les étudier sous l’angle de l’hydro fé mi nisme peut enri chir consi dé ra ble‐ 
ment la diver sité de notre culture de l’eau actuelle, notam ment par leur
signi fi ca tion symbo lique et leurs récits mytho lo giques. En fin de compte,
l’article explique le lien entre le féminin et l’eau dans les paysages aqua‐ 
tiques en souli gnant les modèles et les corré la tions qui pour raient affecter,
de manière posi tive, les pratiques et les approches éthiques de la façon dont
nous nous rappor tons à l’eau.
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