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Oh yes, I’m broken but my limp


is the best part of me. And the way I hurt.


Gwyneth Lewis






















I. Girlhood, Motherhood, and Beyond














Arches


In the west of Utah, there stands a natural arch of entrada sandstone. Locally, it is known as the ‘Schoolmarm’s Bloomers’ or the ‘Chaps’, but most people know it as the Delicate Arch. At one time, it was a sandstone fin. But gradually, the middle eroded, opened like a mouth to the long red desert and mountains beyond.


The first time I visited the Delicate Arch, I was driving cross-country with my husband Dan. We had been married just over a year, and in that time, I had miscarried two babies. I had given up trying to have children and suggested the drive to San Diego as a distraction for us both.


I was pregnant when I first went to live in the States, but a few days after I arrived in the US, we found out about the miscarriage. We had been called in to the obstetrician’s office for my second ultrasound. Later, in a poem, I described what I saw on the screen as a ‘tiny moon’. It wasn’t moving, simply floating: slowly circuiting the fist of the womb.


Dan turned to the screen eagerly. He still didn’t know. He hadn’t been able to come to the first ultrasound screening back in Britain. He had never seen the baby alive – the quivering that signals life. Nothing was moving on the nurse’s face.


Afterwards, I blamed the physician’s assistant who had called us in for an ultrasound without checking the baby’s heartbeat. We would never have been there, would never have seen the foetus dead on the monitor, if we’d had a more experienced doctor. She looked at us awkwardly afterwards, made us stand foolishly in the hall while she looked up some pamphlets on miscarriage.


We didn’t realise it then, but this wouldn’t be the last time that we lost a baby. After another failed pregnancy in the spring, I couldn’t bear the thought of spending the long, hot summer in the small Pennsylvania town where we lived. So we started out to drive across America.


We had driven through the Midwest, lolloping hills in Kansas, the dreary flatness of the plains, and the Rockies rearing up from the even land like stern faces. By the time we reached Utah the land was changing again: red sandstone, ravines, boulders, pillars, fins, and cliffs. By the side of the road, a sign that read NO SOLICITING was pocked by bullet holes. Like most visitors, we stayed in the town of Moab. There was a motel called the Red Rock Lodge decorated in 1970s brown and cream. The view from the window showed nothing but hot, red rock. ‘Like being on Mars’, Dan said as we crawled into bed.


The next morning, we woke up at 5am and it was still dark. We drove into Arches National Park up the long, steep, winding road. You come to a plateau at the top and then the whole place opens out to a long, wide valley framed by sculptural shapes like long-bodied sentries.


Near the car park is the old log cabin that belonged to the family of a Civil War veteran named Wolfe. He came from Ohio in the nineteenth century, lived out in the emptiness for a good number of years and then returned to where he had come from. After the miscarriages, I began to wonder whether I too should admit defeat and catch the next plane back to Britain. Sometimes, I even imagined that the land itself had a hostile aspect, deadly with its winter snows, tornados, and devastating storms.


Arches was different though. Not a hostile land exactly, but rocks that had persisted for aeons, and were quite indifferent to human suffering. Crossing the bridge over the Salt Wash, a huge crow swooped down and landed on the handrail of the bridge, not so much threatening as curious. It held its ground as we passed by.


There was no one around when we started hiking. We clambered up the steep, tilted slab of sandstone, the sunrise radiating the Salt Valley. It took a good thirty or forty minutes to scramble up and we still couldn’t see the arch. At last we came upon a ledge with a sheer drop alongside, like a final challenge.



Writing in his 1968 memoir Desert Solitaire, Edward Abbey sums up the Delicate Arch, and the power it has over those who behold it. He writes: ‘If Delicate Arch has any significance it lies, I will venture, in the power of the odd and unexpected to startle the senses and surprise the mind out of its ruts of habit, to compel us into a re-awakened awareness of the wonderful – that which is full of wonder’.



Seeing the arch so suddenly was wonder-full. But I asked myself, what is it about unexpected empty space that is so beautiful? Perhaps it signifies openness – a space that invites another in with generosity and selflessness. Or maybe it’s just that emptiness conjures the spaces that most need filling in our own lives. Those things that we most desire and cannot have. The people we have lost. Failures that we lie awake at night regretting. Perhaps above all, it is lack made beautiful.


Then there’s the fact too that the Delicate Arch will one day collapse. Like a beleaguered elder, it stands against the elements, but nothing lasts forever. Thinking these thoughts on the day of my visit, the O of the arch began to look like a cry of pain, and the legs braced against the wind seemed stoically determined. But there is always the need to humanise the land, to invoke a life or personality that never existed. I thought at last that there was nothing but stony silence and indifference in the red rock arch.


It’s hard to explain exactly why, but sitting by the Delicate Arch that morning, I finally felt relief, as though a huge grief had been lifted. When we drove back into Moab later, we remembered that it was the 4th July, American Independence Day. People were putting up flags, or red, white, and blue decorations. Back at the motel, we threw together our belongings and drove back into the emptiness of Utah desert. Out there, beyond the narrow problems of a few lives, we let the vastness of the red rocks fill us. As if a voice was saying that loss is inevitable, that it has existed since the desert came into being, and will go on existing long after the Delicate Arch is gone.














The Origin of the World


I start to like my father again when we are standing together looking at a painting. To begin, you would have to explain the place. The Musée D’Orsay in Paris was a railway station until 1939, and the great clock-faces on the exterior signal an obsession with timekeeping and travel. This particular painting is relatively small, and its intimacy is out of place under the arching glass roof covering the space where trains once ran. The museum is a public space and still has the feeling of a railway station with people hurrying to their next destination. In the middle of all this is a painting of a woman’s genitals, and my father and I are standing together in front of it.


I have just turned eighteen, and my father has brought me to Paris as a birthday present. Some years before, my father moved with his new wife to the central lowlands of Scotland, but now he often rings on the phone. ‘Just hop on a plane and come for a visit,’ he says, but of course it is never that simple.


What my father does not know in Paris is that I am in a precarious place. A few years before, I swore that I would never have sex again: my first experiences were that awful. Not long after that, I slept with my best friend just for the sake of it, to get it over with.


I look at my father curiously. My experience of men is not huge. I can’t trust that he will always be kind. Though he often laughs and jokes, something is not right with my father. When I ask my grandmother about him, she recalls one of his teachers stopping her outside the school gates and asking, ‘What’s wrong with your son?’ She replied, ‘I was hoping that you could tell me.’



He describes himself as the ‘man who never was.’ He is talking about the myriad jobs in which he never seemed to find satisfaction. He is talking about the journeys and trips he made – South America, Asia, Europe – never finding fulfilment. He is talking about the many women he took up with and later rejected.


I never heard my father tell anyone that he loved them, but he might have said so, in private, to one of the women he dated, or perhaps to my mother. Because he must have felt something. Much later, over dinner in Philadelphia, when I am a ‘grown-up’, my father will tell me that he never wanted to be a father, but a friend. I will say: ‘I have enough friends.’




Still, the Paris galleries are enchanting, and I love looking at paintings with him. There is always some detail that he notices – a glint of light, a hint of a colour, a clue. We spend a long afternoon in the Musée D’Orsay, but one painting in particular strikes me: Courbet’s 1866 work The Origin of the World. 




At eighteen, I have not seen many pictures up-close of female genitalia. Once entering a sex shop for a dare, I glimpsed the vagina of pornography: the lurid gash of sex magazines. The painting is different: a gorgeous female torso, the breasts and head mainly covered by a sheet, a round stomach, the pubic hair and genitals, and thighs lounging open. I notice how visitors skirt around the picture as if nervous to be caught standing in front of it.


I stand by the painting with my father. He is never the type to be easily embarrassed by sexuality, and now he looks admiringly at the painting with genuine interest. He doesn’t recoil from it in horror, or find it embarrassing, or think it is offensive. I find so much to like in him then: that he is never prudish about sex, but enjoys his relationships with women.


My father and I don’t know each other very well, but in that moment in front of a painting in Paris, he helps me in some small way, because he celebrates the female body, and refuses shame. What is still to come is finding my own pleasure, and, eventually, I do.















Frankenstein and Reproductive Rights 200 Years On




This is a transcript of a talk given at the Ohio State University English department event, ‘Frankenreads: Celebrating 200 Years of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein.’ The talk was given on 2nd November 2019 at the roundtable, ‘The Power of Frankenstein: A Kaleidoscopic Roundtable.’





‘If we could perceive death as a part of pregnancy, we might just take women more seriously.’ These words are taken from a 2018 article on ‘Mothers as Makers of Death’, published by Claudia Dey in the Paris Review, in which she affirms a darker alternative to what she describes as the Hallmark version of motherhood. Nineteenth-century author Mary Shelley, daughter of feminist trailblazer Mary Wollstonecraft, also understood that birth, reproduction, and death are not separate, but bound up intimately and inextricably. I want to revisit Frankenstein through the lens of reproduction, birth, and the maternal body. This seems a useful exercise, because at the heart of the famous book is Dr. Frankenstein’s fatal dalliance with reproductive power, an example that might serve as a warning relevant to modern debates about reproductive rights, and taboos concerning maternal bodies.




Fiona Sampson’s 2018 biography In Search of Mary Shelley takes great pains to portray experiences of birth and death, beginning with a graphic description of Mary Wollstonecraft giving birth to Shelley. The inept surgeon pulls away ‘the afterbirth in pieces’ with ‘unsterile hands’ without anaesthetic, an excruciating process that condemned Wollstonecraft to die from septicaemia, suckling puppies instead of baby Mary who was  taken away to protect her from the infection. It is still shocking to say this out loud, because there are still powerful taboos about maternal bodies, blood, afterbirth, placenta, the severed umbilical – not images for a Hallmark card. Wollstonecraft’s story was so unspeakable that William Godwin, Shelley’s father, marked the day of his wife’s horrible death in his diary by ruling out the space.




After eloping with Percy Bysshe Shelley to Europe, Mary Shelley’s first child, Clara, was born premature, and died. She gave birth two more times before Frankenstein was published. Two more children died: William, and the second Clara died in Italy, though Shelley was soon pregnant again with Percy, the only one to survive to adulthood, and her final pregnancy ended in miscarriage. ‘I was a mother,’ Shelley wrote, ‘and am no longer.’ Frankenstein’s monster resembles at times an animated version of that dynamic: death in life, or life in death.




It is no surprise then that Shelley’s novel Frankenstein is preoccupied with this dynamic. More subtle and more powerful than its many film versions, Frankenstein is told through letters from sea captain, Robert Walton, who is on an expedition to the North Pole. Writing home to his sister, Walton tells how out on the ice, he spies a great figure driving a dog sled, and then in pursuit the emaciated traveller, Dr. Victor Frankenstein. Taken onboard ship, Frankenstein gradually tells his story: how in his youth he experimented with the power of creating life. Propelled by his mother’s death, Frankenstein creates the famous monster of cultural mythology, but spurned by his maker and society, the monster tells his own tale of rejection with eloquence and power. The monster is so hideous that he is spurned and rejected by human beings. The revenge wreaked by the monster on Frankenstein brings about the deaths of his entire family, including his bride Elizabeth, which propels his pursuit of the monster into the Arctic.




In Frankenstein, the monster’s birth is far less traumatic than Wollstonecraft’s birthing of Shelley, though it occurs late at night like the result of a prolonged labour. The process beforehand is an ordeal for Dr. Frankenstein, who, like a woman about to give birth, secludes himself in his ‘workshop of filthy creation.’ The doctor’s agony is guilt, when he sees ‘the dull yellow eye of the creature open.’ The monster springs to life painfully with a ‘convulsive movement’ recalling the fits of pain experienced by Wollstonecraft before her death. There is no welcome however, and the doctor will never love his creation as an effusive parent should. Instead Dr. Frankenstein describes the unspeakable ugliness of the newborn monster, but leaving much to the imagination, allowing us to conjure our own hideous vision, and very often in the novel, horror is expressed by silence.



The monster’s ugliness though is definitely bound up with its make-up from pieces of different corpses stitched together, and the conjoining of bodies is very relevant to motherhood. In political wars over abortion in the United States, the state of Alabama’s debate on a draconian anti-abortion bill revealed an interesting truth about the anti-abortion lobby and their view of mothers. When questioned about the difference between abortion and eggs destroyed in the process of in vitro fertilisation (IVF), republican representative Clyde Chambliss stated that the rules did not apply to an egg unless it was inside a woman, a statement that revealed deep mistrust of mothers as a whole. Mothers are posed here are a wild, chaotic force to be disciplined, while there is also anxiety about the idea of co-existing, of being part of the mother’s body as an embryo. The mother’s body is something to be feared and controlled rather than cherished.


This horror of the maternal body recalls a well-known story about Mary Shelley and her poet husband Percy Shelley during their infamous stay with Lord Byron at Villa Diodati. After Byron read a passage describing the putrescent, hideous breast of Duessa in Spenser’s ‘Christabel’, Percy Shelley reportedly had a fit of anxiety, claiming that his wife reminded him of a woman who had eyes instead of nipples. Shelley had only just left off breastfeeding William, and the connection of the monstrous with his post-partum wife is extremely suggestive. In Frankenstein, the doctor wants to remove the child-bearing body from reproduction: ‘so astonishing a power placed within my hands,’ as when in Greek myth, Athena leaps fully formed from Zeus’s head.


Birth, however, cannot be separated from the physical body. Dr. Frankenstein’s creation is unspeakable, hideous, a product of the ‘dissecting room’ and ‘slaughterhouse’, yet the monster has a plan for a future in the supposedly uncivilised New World, and he is desirous of a mate so that he too can reproduce. Denied of that right, the monster murders the supportive cast of Dr. Frankenstein’s family, including a child, and the women with whom the doctor might have created a family of his own. ‘How dare you sport thus with life?’ the monster cries, and we are not unsympathetic to his revenge. Like the anti-abortion legislators and lobbyists of the US or Northern Ireland, Dr. Frankenstein reveals not only his ugly sense of entitlement, but also the keenness of his fear in relation to the child-bearing body.


But to return to the night of the monster’s birth, it is no coincidence that Frankenstein dreams of his dead mother, not as in life but here a corpse, representing the shadow side of Hallmark maternity. The doctor is horrified to see her maggot-infested body: a body that gave life once, gives it again in a horrific yet telling vision. Ultimately, the monster and the infested mother both represent fears about mortality and control which drive Frankenstein to produce life in the first place, the same fear in fact that drives modern day draconian rules around abortion and reproductive rights. The monster’s eloquence, however, might allow the shadow side of maternity to speak once and for all.
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