10: Annunciation

When | was living in California in the late 1980s and early 1990s, for those
years in the role of quasi-stepmother, there was one day a moment
of revelation. At the kitchen table in our El Cerrito apartment, Jamie,
aged about four, was working on a picture in his crayoning book. It was
one of those line drawings, of the sort | had taken such pride in doing
neatly when | was a child.

Instead of carefully keeping within the lines, he was happily scribbling
his colours down, only vaguely respecting the outlines of the shapes.
| found this quite stunning —as if it had never occurred to me that you
were allowed to do that. | think | envied the freedom he felt, to do
exactly what he wanted without caring about rules, and without an
idea of what was ‘right’. In a way, in that moment | understood how
early the good-girl imprint had solidifed for me, and how such training
in children then tends to block any real possibility of creativity and
imagination. There are plenty of psychoanalytic accounts of this kind
of blockage. And the particular obstacles produced in the context of
parental damage or trauma were something | began to read about
afew years later: Anne Karpf's book about growing up as the child
of Holocaust survivors was published in 1996. But in that moment |
wasn't thinking about explanations. | was simply struck by seeing an
image of what an unobstructed expression might look like.

I am surprised now to see in my old school reports that my teachers
sometimes referred to my ‘originality’ and ‘imagination’. | am almost
certain that | never exhibited much of either, at primary or at
secondary school. A report when | was seven says ‘Her work is neat,
and shows originality’ (which somehow sounds quite contradictory
to me). The year before, at six: ‘Much neat careful work done — shows
imagination’. Perhaps teachers in 1949 and 1950 equated neatness
with imagination. At secondary school | appear to have got B+ and
even A marks for Art and Music, and even more strangely, given
my physical timidity, one report for Gymnastics says ‘lanet has
imaginative and original ideas, particularly in group work’. | have
no idea at all what kind of ideas these might have been. | am quite
convinced that my route, through school and since, has been the
dutiful one of study, a good facility for quickly grasping information
and rules (I excelled in Latin and Maths especially), and a constant
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eye on what was required for approval and for getting things right. In
away, | also think this explains the choice, eventually, of an academic
career, and before that the decision to work for several years as

a secretary. (There is still a real pleasure in fling, putting things in
alphabetical order, getting beautiful stationery, attending to all the
necessary administrative aspects of life and work. And in those days
too, there were the joys of the elegant Pittman's shorthand, with its
own compensatory aesthetic rewards.) And yet this life of efFciency C
has been paralleled — or perhaps it's better to say occasionally
interrupted — by repeated attempts at creativity. Over the years,

| have from time to time taken piano and classical guitar lessons;
enrolled in drawing classes; studied ballet and contemporary dance;
joined creative writing groups and workshops. Nearly always, and
even when my attempts were good enough, | managed to undermine
this, fnding a reason to give up or drop out. | recently came across a
little sketch | did in my early twenties, of my friend Linda, sitting on a
windowsill and writing to her boyfriend. | don't remember why | was
inspired to do it, but now | think it's really not bad.

rerroeerrt

I think I would like to have taken art more seriously — perhaps even
studied it. Somehow there was never any question of it. Recently I've
gone back to occasional life-drawing sessions and am happy enough
with some of my attempts.

cetdercccreddocx

The most unlikely example of my on-of half-hearted relationship to
artistic work was the ofer in 1971 of a place to study contemporary
dance full-time at London School of Contemporary Dance. Afer
starting ballet again at the age of twenty, while | was working
as a secretary in Manchester, | discovered Martha Graham and
contemporary dance when | was a student at Birmingham University,
and moved to London half-way through my PhD studies to take
classes at LSCD. For reasons | still don't understand, as | never had the
slightest intention of taking dance seriously, | signed up one day for an
audition for the School. And was accepted.

At the age of twenty-eight, and with students about ten years younger,
| spent another year taking classes there, working part-time as a
secretary in the Anthropology Department of University College.
Within a couple of years, I'd abandoned this, fnished my PhD, and
moved to Leeds for an academic job. Itisn't that | see this as a missed
opportunity, or that | wish I'd become a dancer. It just makes me
wonder what was behind that decision to audition. A desire for a sign
that a diferent version of myself might have been creative-artistic,
rather than practical-analytic? Maybe that’s it.

Austerity baby

Janet Wolff - 9781526121295
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 03/25/2023 11:08:56AM
via free access



Letter from

London School of Putrune of the School: Demws Minetts de Valois D.B.E [221]
Miss Martha Graham B
Contemporary Dance, T oatorabte e B ot Heca woed
3June 1971 Hansy Moors O.M., CH.
Dame Marls Rambert D.B.E.

London School of Contemporary Dance

The Placs,
17 Duke's Road,
- London, W.C1.
S Telephone: 0T-887 01B4/2/3 ""-i
A
f;h—_ﬁ'{ ¥iss Janet Wolff, ird June, 1571,
f “d 41 Pine Road,
A Didsbury,
sl ! | MANCHESTER.
R )
~. o4
A i
l }
Vo
I Dear Miss Wolff,
g \E S

¥ s As & Tesult of the audition you attended on Friday, 28th May,
I I have pleasure in offering you a place at this achool as a Full
Time student from 14th September, 1971

I understand that it will be necessary for you to work during 3
next year and 1 wonder if you would like to come and discuss this 1
with me. Perhaps you would like to telephone and make an appeintment.

(i / 1 ghall look forward to hou-ring whether you will be able to

accept.
i &
f Yours sincerely,
> hllonim /5 oz
=5
Pat Hutchinson Mackenzie
Prinecipal
, e A
e USSR e NSH. L
~—

Gornl Diracos : Robin Howsrd - - X Feincipal: Pot Hutckinson Mschantis
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With writing it has been something similar. At moments alongside a
university career | have considered, sometimes attempted, so-called
creative writing. The frst time was when | worked at the South Bank
Centre in London, before moving to the United States in 1988. In our
small writing group, which met once a week at lunch time, | wrote a
version of the piece that now starts the third chapter of this book. On
one occasion our exercise for the week was to produce a response to
the meal vouchers we had — as usual, a task at frst | thought would
be impossible but one which, when | sat down to it, turned out to be
unexpectedly easy. With this little piece, though, what emerged quite
surprised me and | think rather shocked my three writing colleagues.

23.2.88
SBC meal voucher — Nightmare version.

Pastel colours, pleasant shapes, neat typography disguise the
hideous intent of this document. Innocent repetition in three
sections calms the recipient while obscuring its true meaning. The
visual imbalance, overweighted to the lef, should have warned of
its other purpose. The haphazard mix of lettering was a clue to the
unbalanced mind of its designer.

‘51736 51736

Eighteen pale blue images of the river threaten death by drowning.
To reinforce the point, a darker identical image dominates the top
right of the document; it is impossible to escape. The progression
of primary numbers gives the illusion of progress, perhaps of
development. But there is no diference between the three, and we
are trapped in a static, enclosed world.

Unassuming red letters, which appear to promise sustenance, in fact
represent the anorexic’s worst fears. Here, we will be forced to eat:
red for danger.

At the bottom, the concentration camp number is stamped three
times.

Later that year | lef London to live in Berkeley, California. There | took
a couple of informal writing workshops, too ‘alternative’ to inspire
me to write anything interesting (instructions to intuit our feelings —
that sort of thing, which others did seem to fnd useful). Teaching for
a term at the University of Minnesota a couple of years later, | was
accepted into an MA memoir-writing class, for which | wrote a couple
of rather mediocre longer pieces. And that was it, until January 2006,
when, having decided to move back to England from New York that
coming summer, | wrote the frst three chapters of this book within a
few weeks.
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1736

Medl
voucher

| had decided to major in sociology. It was a safe subject and would
not interfere with my painting. (Chaim Potok, My Name Is Asher Lev)

In early May 1990, still in California, | was ambushed by another surprising

thought. When a routine medical exam at Kaiser Permanente Hospital
disclosed a lump on my thyroid gland, the nurse-practitioner sent

me for a follow-up check. The oncologist called to say that a fne-
needle biopsy showed a malignancy. Afer meetings with her and

with the surgeon, it was agreed that | could postpone surgery for a
few weeks so that | could keep a commitment to a three-week visiting
appointment at the University of California in Davis, and eventually |
was operated on on 13 June that year. Thyroid cancer has an excellent
prognosis and survival rate, and compared with other cancers its
treatment is not usually very debilitating. There was the surgery to
remove the gland, and (as it turned out) an adjacent lymph node which
was afected; and then doses of radioactive iodine, taken by mouth.
And that was it. The weeks without thyroid replacement did leave me
weak and rather ill, as did the regular follow-up checks for a few years,
when each time | had to come of the thyroid replacement medication
for several weeks. But no radiation sessions, and no chemotherapy.
And since then, now a quarter of a century ago, no recurrence. The
thing that took me by surprise, though, was my intuitive image of the
tumour, and my relationship to it during those weeks of waiting. My
reaction wasn'tin fact very diferent to my reaction to Jamie’s picture.

I was in awe of the cancer, and full of admiration for its boldness, its
brave venture and, most of all, its faunting of the rules. It was as if, at
last, some part of me was daring to be independent, even bad. | felt
proud of it, and also very protective of it —a small thing, trying to grow,
which needed encouragement and preservation. At some level | was
sad that the surgeon was planning to foil its eforts and cut it out.

A number of writers, including cancer survivors, have written about the

way in which cancer and its treatment have been conceptualised in
military terms: invasion, attack, destruction and so on. Most famously,
Susan Sontag’s lliness as Metaphor explores this language of wat,
premised as it is on the idea of colonisation of the body by something
quite alien. ‘In cancer, non-intelligent (“primitive”, “embryonic”,
“atavistic”) cells are multiplying, and you are being replaced by the
non-you. Immunologists class the body’s cancer cells a “nonself™.

The visualisation techniques ofen recommended to cancer patients,
especially by practitioners of alternative medicine, generally involve
imagining the chemotherapy as an ally, a kind of avenging army,
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attacking the evil tumour so that it shrinks and disappears, though as
Jackie Stacey says, in her refections on the narratives of cancer and its
cure, there are ‘plenty of images in the alternative medical literature:
from the aggressive ones, hungry sharks eating a caulifower, to the
gentler ones, a block of ice melting in the sun’. Stacey, motivated

by the need to understand her own cancer and the discourses she
encounters in its diagnosis and treatment, also considers the pervasive
rhetorics of self-blame — the idea that there is a ‘cancer personality’,
whose disease is the result of repressed emotion, suppressed anger
and stress. Interestingly, despite my own self-image as unexpressive
and very self-contained (I almost recognise Anne Karpf's early
question to her therapist: ‘What is a feeling?’), | never once had this
conception of my cancer, as a punishment for years of inhibition. But
nor was | able to think of it as my enemy. Possibly if | had gone through
chemotherapy | would have had to imagine the toxic doses as the good
guys. Jackie Stacey records this moment:

| am now required to embrace the treatment | have been
struggling to avoid. Chemotherapy must be visualised as a positive
intervention. Not poison, but pink champagne, they suggestin
Bristol [the Bristol Cancer Help Clinic]. The more | can think of it as
an ally, the less it will harm me.

But | was fortunate enough not to have to embark on those most difcult
and incapacitating treatments, and so there was no need to mobilise
imaginary weaponry to destroy the invader. My totally benign view of
my malignancy therefore persisted, though, needless to say, not to the
extent of telling my doctor that | didn't want surgery.

[ nd, in fact, that | am not unique in harbouring a kind of afection or
respect for my cancer. Catherine Arthur, diagnosed with the breast
cancer from which she eventually died, produced a series of ‘cancer
drawings' as a response to the disease and its progress. Her partner,
Dale Gunthorp, describes the frst drawing, ‘The Egg’, about the
discovery of the lump, as something ‘which glows with the dawning life
within it'. Debbie Dickinson, a survivor of bladder cancer, records an
occasional friendly relationship with her illness:

Sometimes, | feel like it is my secret lover, my bottle of gin, my
comforter, my way out ... Cancer as an addiction —what a thought.
Yet — it ofers me the comfort of the secret afair, the means to
escape, an excuse for only dealing with what is real and immediate
in life.

For Barbara Rosenblum, cancer itself did not particularly take on a
positive aspect, but she drew something positive from it: ‘| have cancer
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butitis not consuming me. Rather, | am as alive as | can be; my creative
juices have never been as electric; my thoughts have never been as
clear. It seems clear that despite the dominant —and recommended
—narratives of cancer, sometimes metaphors and images suggest
themselves, emerging unexpectedly and perversely from deeper
senses of the self. In my own case, although | must have been shocked
at the diagnosis and at times afraid of my scan results (typically, | can't
really recall those feelings), what | still vividly remember is something
like an epiphany — a real sense of something new and exciting trying to
emerge.

Visions of a cancer tumour as an egg, as something ‘glowing with dawning
life', of course evoke an analogy with birth, and as Jackie Stacey writes,
itisn't too difcult to draw parallels. ‘In threatening death, cancer
echoes the beginnings of life, for the malignant cells resemble those of
embryonic development.’

Cancer and pregnancy have both been described as abject
conditions ... As such they are both ‘borderline states in which there
is confusion and lack of distinction between subject and object’ ...
More than one, but less than two, the reassuring boundaries of self
and other are lost in an unsettling haze. The malignant cells which
belong to the self and yet are other to it, and indeed threaten its
existence, disturb the subject’s space. Pregnancy, too, shows the
body hosting another that parasitically grows from the maternal
body’s apparently endless generative source.

Again, not necessarily every cancer patient’s visualisation; certainly
it wasn't mine. But this gets confused for me with another such
common analogy: between childbirth and creativity. Here too, is
something embryonic, developing internally, waiting to be born.
Thisis an analogy | really hate, and it is certainly one that in the past
has been employed in the most androcentric discourses of the arts,
to privilege men’s creativity and to deny women’s. Roszika Parker
and Griselda Pollock quote the sculptor Reg Butler, from a notorious
lecture in 1962:

| am quite sure that the vitality of many female students derives
from frustrated maternity, and most of these, on fnding the
opportunity to settle down and produce children, will no longer
experience the passionate discontent sufcient to drive them
constantly towards the labours of creation in other ways.

Other such sentiments, compiled by Christine Battersby:
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| believe that artistic creativity is a male surrogate for biological
creativity. (Anthony Burgess, 1986)

[Women’s] chief destination [is the] perpetuation of the human
species ... the true woman, the true mother has a mentality
incompatible with such kind of creative activity. (Andrew Gemant,
1961)

The creative act is a kind of giving birth, and it is noteworthy that
as an historical fact intellectual creativity has been conspicuously
lacking in women, whose products are their children ... Men bring
forth ideas, paintings, literary and musical compositions ... and the
like, while women bring forth the next generation. (Frank Barron,
1968)

For rather diferent reasons, feminists have pointed out the
incompatibility for women of having babies and producing art or
literature, particularly in earlier periods when domestic labour and
ideas of women's proper role conspired against it. It is not surprising
that Lee Virginia Chambers-Schiller, in her study of single women in
ante-bellum America, can quote the writer Louisa May Alcott and the
sculptor Harriet Hosmer, both proposing singlehood as essential for
women artists.

Such material constraints may be of the past, and the patriarchal views
of male artists may date from half a century ago now. But if maternity
and creativity are no longer seen as incompatible, and if these days it
may be only an antiquated and eccentric view that asserts that women
cannot be real artists, the childbirth analogy persists. Susan Stanford
Friedman suggests that even though it ofen retains its older divisive
ideas about gender when applied to male artists and writers, and
despite the risks of essentialising women’s ‘true’ attributes, it may have
a positive value in validating women's artistic work ‘by unifying their
mental and physical labor into (pro)creativity'. | cannot see this myself,
and | would be very happy to ban any further discussion of creativity
that links it, in any way, with pregnancy and childbirth. | don't think it's
because | happen not to have children myself that | fnd the analogy
objectionable and ridiculous. | think it's partly because it can never
really get away from the gendering of artistic work; but mainly because
itinevitably carries with it a certain mystifcation and worship of
procreation which surely cannot be useful or relevant in thinking about
artwork (or, for that matter, about childbirth itself).

Austerity baby

Janet Wolff - 9781526121295
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 03/25/2023 11:08:56AM
via free access



Giovanni Bellini, Angel of the Annunciation and Virgin Annunciate, c. 1500
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Artist unknown
(Bruges),
Annunciation, c. 1520

Francesco
Pesellino, Diptych —
Annunciation
(detail), c. 1450-55
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Petrus Christus, Die Verkiindigung an Maria, 1452

Rogier van der Weyden, The Annunciation, c. 1455
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Perhaps as perverse as my positive imagining of the malignant tumouir,
and especially given my aversion to displaced conversations
about childbirth, is my long-standing attraction to the scene of the
Annunciation in Western art. The appeal is, I'm sure, connected with
the fact that the Feast of the Annunciation — Lady Day —is my birthday,
25 March. But still, given the alienness of Christian doctrine and
imagery for me, and my especial distaste for representations of the
madonna and child (all those grotesque fat babies, ofen weirdly and
horribly adult in their features), it's a strange a¥nity. It is only possible
because, against all the biblical, theological and iconological evidence, |
have never really believed that Gabriel was announcing the Incarnation
to the Virgin. Rather it seemed that he was suggesting something
more mysterious and more exciting. | like the fact that the Virgin is
ofen shown interrupted while reading a book (the scriptures, possibly
the passage in Isaiah 7:14, prophesying the birth of Jesus). And of
course there is the appeal for me of the fact that her robe is dark blue,
particularly in paintings afer 1400.

The convention of depicting the scene in an enclosed space — a walled
garden (hortus conclusus) or bedchamber — provides the additional
pleasures of contemplating the domestic scene, with beautiful
interior detail, which draw me to the genre, in paintings from
Vermeer to Hammershgi. Beautiful too are the dove and the ray of
light, symbolising the conception, and the lily — attribute of Mary,
symbolising purity —which is sometimes held by Gabriel, at other
times placed to the side.

None of this is in the original text, Luke 1:26—38, which recounts the
annunciation as a brief exchange: arrival of Gabriel, his greeting and
Mary'’s response, Gabriel's announcement, Mary's question, Gabriel's
answer, Mary's acceptance, and Gabriel's departure. The ffeenth-
century Florentine friar Roberto Caracciolo identifes three aspects
of the Annunciation: the Angelic Mission, the Angelic Salutation and
the Angelic Colloquy, and others have followed him in discussing
the fve successive ‘laudable conditions of the virgin’, stages of the
event depicted in pre-Renaissance and Renaissance art. According
to Michael Baxandall, the frst two stages — disquiet (conturbio) and
refection (cogitatio) — are the most frequently depicted, in which
Mary is shown at frst alarmed by the appearance of Gabriel and then
considering his greeting and announcement.

The fourth stage, humility or submission (humiliatio) is also common; the
third and £Fh stages, inquiry (interrogatio) and merit (meritatio) appear
less frequently. Baxandall quotes an amusing warning by Leonardo da
Vinci on how not to paint the moment of disquiet:
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Paolo Veronese, The Annunciation, 1578

Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Ecce Ancilla Domini! (The Annunciation), 1849-50

Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Found, begun 1859

Annunciation

Janet Wolff - 9781526121295
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 03/25/2023 11:08:56AM
via free access



some days ago | saw the picture of an angel who, in making the
Annunciation, seemed to be trying to chase Mary out of her room,
with movements showing the sort of attack one might make on
some hated enemy; and Mary, as if desperate, seemed to be trying to
throw herself out of the window. Do not fall into errors like these.

But my own readings of Annunciation paintings have nothing to do
with the biblical story or with later religious commentaries and
interpretations. The seductions of the painted scene are primarily
aesthetic — the rooms, the robes, the fgures, the detail and also,
importantly, the tendency towards, but resistance of, symmetry.
In the context of the beautiful setting, | always see a more secular
announcement — vague and unspecifed, but hinting at new
possibilities and the fulflment of an unrecognised yearning.

At the same time, | cannot resist Linda Nochlin's suggestion —a
throwaway comment in her essay on Rossetti —that, afer all, the
Annunciate can say ‘No thanks'. In her discussion of Rossetti's Found
—my Rosabell(e) painting — she suggests we see it as ‘a sort of dark
Annunciation, a perverse revision of Ecce Ancilla Domini’, Rossetti's
own Annunciation.

As she says, ‘there also a cowering female is set in opposition to a towering
male fgure — but here, the fallen woman refuses to “know” the

messenger and sends him away instead of receiving glad tidings' It's a 11 Granville Avenue,

nice thought. | suppose it really depends on what it is that's on ofer. Broughton Park,
Manchester

i H

The letter from London School of Contemporary Dance ofering me a
place to study was addressed to me at my parents’' house in Didsbury.
Now, more than forty years later, | live about fve minutes’ walk from
that address, in Henry Simon's house. It's not quite full circle. For
that | would have had to return to the streets of Cheetham Hill, now
inhabited by ultra-Orthodox Jews and a variety of other ethnic groups.
In the 1980s it had a reputation for drug tra®cking and gang warfare.
As so ofen with inner-city residential areas, diferent immigrant
populations arrived there, later moving out to somewhat more
afuentareas, confrming the classic geographical pattern identifed
by W.I. Thomas and others at the Chicago School of sociology in the
1920s. Before the Jews, who arrived in the early twentieth century,
the Irish lived there. From the mid-twentieth century the majority
of immigrants were Indian, Pakistani and Caribbean. Adjacent to
Cheetham Hill, just west of Cheetham Hill Road (and technically in
Salford rather than Manchester) is Broughton Park, which has a large
Jewish population, primarily Orthodox and Hasidic. The street my
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parents lived in when | was born and until my second year, Granville
Avenue, is now central to that community, as | discovered on a visit
there with a friend recently.

The other house of my black-and-white years, which is just north of
Cheetham Hill in Higher Crumpsall, further along Bury Old Road, is
also currently the home of orthodox Jews. But | lef there at the age of
thirteen, and throughout my forty-one years of travel | associated the
idea of home with the place in south Manchester where | lived in my
teens and early twenties, and where my parents lived for the last thirty
years of their lives. And so my return there a few years ago is in the
most fundamental way a return to the past, and to my past self. It took
along time for this to become both possible and necessary.

In the introductory essay to my book Resident Alien, written in the
mid-1990s, | wrote about the connections between travel and writing,
exile and the sense of self. At the time, | very much identifed with
others who had spoken about the liberating efect of distance from
home, and the possibilities for a diferent, more ‘authentic’, self to
emerge at a physical remove from the place of its suppression. In my
case the fantasy of ‘America’ played the role of the desired other place,
specifcally the America of the 1950s (Hollywood and especially rock 'n’
roll). Others have attached themselves to diferent fantasy places (the
places were real, of course — the fantasy lay in their imagined magical
qualities). Some discovered that learning and speaking a new language
enabled the new self. Alice Kaplan, as an American student in Paris,
found that ‘in a new language, you are unbuttoned, opened up' Finally
succeeding in articulating the French ‘r’, she exults in her new freedom:

Learning French and learning to think, learning to desire, is all mixed
up in my head, until | can't tell the diference. French is what released
me from the cool complacency of the R Resisters, made me want,

and like wanting, unbuttoned me and sent me packing.

She concludes that ‘speaking a foreign language is ... a chance for growth,
for freedom, a liberation from the ugliness of our received ideas and
mentalities’. For Eva Hofman, a writer and psychoanalyst, it was
learning English that coincided with her self-discovery, aFer arriving
as a thirteen-year-old Polish girl in Canada and later living in the
United States. In her case, her exile was involuntary, and her account
of being ‘lost in translation’ is coloured by nostalgia for home. But
she too understands in retrospect that her entry into adulthood, her
emergence as a writer, must be seen as the product of her switch to a
new language, in the context of a diferent culture. | recognised these
stories, which at the time | felt expressed my own strong sense that
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something quite unconnected with academic job possibilities, and
even unconnected with the relationship that frst took me to California,
was the real reason for my transatlantic move. And so the moment

of getting a green card, of becoming a ‘resident alien’, in 1992 was a
signifcant one.

But, as it turns out, | was wrong. Or perhaps not entirely wrong. | think
the eighteen years in the United States were transformative in many
ways. But in fact it was only on the point of return that | began to
write diferently. | also began to write about Manchester, my home
town, co-editing a collection of essays on the city’s cultural history
and writing essays on calico printers in the nineteenth century, on
Manchester’s claim to be the ‘capital of the nineteenth century’, and on
the writer W.G. Sebald and his relationship to the city. In this last essay,
acknowledging my apparent need to defend Manchester against the
negative image of the city in his work (just as | did with Henry Norr’s
critical comments in his 1909 diary), | quoted Ibsen’s character in Enemy
of the People, Dr Stockmann, who explains his love for his home town
as the passion of someone who has been away from it for a long time.
I've loved my native town as deeply as any man can love the home
of his childhood. | was still young when | went away, and separation,
memories, and homesickness cast a kind of enchantment over the
town and its people ... And when, at long last, fate granted me the
great happiness of coming home again, it seemed to me, my friends,
that there was nothing else | wanted in the whole world! At least,

there was just one thing: | had an urgent, tireless, burning desire to
work for the good of my native town and its people.

For me, Manchester was always ‘home’. | am fortunate that | came back
to a place where | still have close family members, old friends as
well as new ones. During the years afer | lef, in 1965, | came home
frequently — during my time at university in Birmingham, the dance
study/secretarial period in London, and then more than a decade
teaching in Leeds, and nearly twenty years in the United States. Afer
that, though the strong connections never faltered, each move was
weirdly shadowed by an external drama or catastrophe, each one only
afecting me marginally and minimally, but in some way symbolising
—I'm not even sure what —a warning? a punishment? | am well aware
that even to link these events and tragedies to my small local world
sounds at best narcissistic and at worst psychotic. And of course |
don't actually think the universe had me in mind. But | was, despite
myself, able to read each moment, which coincided with a transfer to
a new city, as meaning something rather particular for myself. The last
of these, fve weeks afer | moved from Rochester to New York City
in 2001, was the catastrophe of 9/11 and its continuing consequences
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for those living in Manhattan. The frst event was on 9 July 1984, when
York Minster was struck by lightning, a year afer | moved there (for
another relationship) and was living a few streets away in King's Manor.
The roof in the south transept was destroyed, and repairs took four
years and cost £2.5 million. On the night of 15October 1987, a few
months afer | moved to London, there was a major hurricane in the
south of England. From Wikipedia, on ‘The Great Storm of 1987".

The strongest gusts, of up to 100 knots (190 km/h; 120 mph),

were recorded along the south-eastern edge of the storm, hitting
mainly Hampshire, Sussex, Essex and Kent. The Royal Sovereign
lighthouse 6 miles (9.7 km) of Eastbourne recorded wind speeds
on their instruments pegged at 110 mph ofscale high, i.e. could
read no higher ... The storm caused substantial damage over much
of England, downing an estimated 15 million trees... Fallen trees
blocked roads and railways and le¥ widespread structural damage
primarily to windows and roofs. Several hundred thousand people
were lef without power, not fully restored until more than two
weeks later. Local electric utility ofFcials later said they lost more
wires in the storm than in the preceding decade.

More than twenty people were killed. A month later, on 18 November

1987, a terrible fre broke out at King's Cross Tube station in London, in
which thirty-one people died. It happened that | was changing trains
at that station at exactly that time (7.30 pm), in a separate interchange
of train lines, though | didn't hear the news until | got home. On 17
October 1989, a year afer | moved to northern California, | was ten
miles from the epicentre of a major (7.1) earthquake near Santa Cruz,
where | was teaching at the time. And then, on 3 March 1991, a few
weeks afer | moved to Rochester, the city sufered the ‘ice storm of
the century’, bringing down trees and power lines, and putting phones
and electricity supplies out of action for days and costing an estimated
$500 million in damage. Five years afer 9/11 1 lef New York to return
home, a transfer unaccompanied by any disaster.

I was surprised to fnd that the word ‘exile’ came to mind, around the time

I began to think about coming home. | had never considered my time
away from Manchester, or even my years in the United States, as an
exile, a term which implies an enforced and reluctant departure. Unlike
my Russian and Romanian grandparents over a century ago, and my
German father and grandparents in the 1930s, | was not obliged to
leave home. My status was more of an expat, a visitor, an immigrant
than that of a refugee. The travel was entirely voluntary. So | had to
consider why such a word would occur to me. | think it has to do with
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another kind of expulsion, not politically but internally motivated.
Despite the unwavering attachment to my city, somehow | had to
leave, and even eventually travel quite far, to the fantasised place.
There is nothing very surprising about this, afer all. In California | met
several people who told me they simply had to get away from the
east coast —even from New York — to feel able to thrive and be(come)
themselves. In New York, there were friends who felt they could not
have survived (psychically, not materially) if they had remained in their
small town communities or their mid-West cities. | don't even think

it has anything to do with the (real or fantasised) characteristics of
the destination. More important is the drive, even against a residual
and strong ‘pull’ back, to leave, to fnd another place and allow the
emergence of another aspect of the self. | suppose many people who
act on this impulse for one reason or another never go home again:
because they start a new life, perhaps with a family and children,
because their work then ties them to the new location, because

there is nobody and nothing lef in the place of origin to which they
want to return. It has been my own very good fortune that somehow
everything conspired to allow my homecoming.
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Gino Severini, Blue Dancer, 1912
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Family photograph, Wissembourg, France, 1953
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