Let the monuments be eroticized.
Maria Christoforidi, 2024

Opening

T =0 (T S ——————

ok 'A“dm\r\ "r\'trsofblﬂw,
! |
' O8ds Dyietss 254

It’s 1948, in Athens Miss Aggeliki Barthopoulou receives a letter from William Chadwick.
He signs the letter Bill, and below, an inordinate number of kisses. Miss Barthopoulou tears it
open, reads it and keeps it forever. Mr Chadwick describes a journey on ship. He pens a tiny
drawing of hammocks on the lower deck packed tightly like the scales of a fish. Many years
later a similar decoration appears on wavy lonian columns beneath their daughter’s

lachrymose face.

It’s 1997, the aspiring mystic/art student I am is obsessed with Loop my Loop (1991). I write
in unbroken streams of consciousness — ‘yes, the erotic union of external and internal, dead
and alive, growing and static, always already erotic, she eaten by worms, she eating
intestines, hallucination and truth, the inside of the body as pearly and sacred as the bottom of
the sea’. I am pleased to learn she is half Athenian; I hold on to that, [ am too. I don’t look it.

I am unaware of her recent and sudden departure.

It’s 2024, sitting on the steps of the National Archaeological Museum in Athens stress eating
cherries 1 think about Helen Chadwick’s connection to a place called by most, Greece. It

occurs to me (again) that we in ‘Greece’ don’t call ourselves Greek, we say



Ellinides/Ellines/Ellas, without the H of Latinization.! The Homeric epics refer to different
tribes occupying this curly patch of the Mediterranean.? One tribe in Thessaly is called
Ellines. The meaning assigned to Elenos (masc.) / Elené (fem.) is ‘the bright one’, or torch,
light, shining, warming. Or burning. Where did the H come from? That last cherry was very
sour. Where does Helen come from? From a spark of moonlight, from a drop of sun.
Anyway, let’s accept the H and let’s call this nationality Hellenic. The connection between
the proper nouns, Helen and Hellenic is undeniable. This Helen is incandescent in every
photo. Helen in Hellenic tragedies is ‘the face that launched a thousand ships’, wife of
Menelaus, mistress of Paris, but who was her mother? It was Leda, who was ‘seduced’ by
Zeus in the form of a swan. Leda bore Helen and Polydeuces, children of Zeus.® That Helen,

half immortal, hatched from an egg.*

It’s 1925, the artist Claude Cahun writes Heroines,> where she reimagines the lives of fifteen
female figures from biblical history, classical mythology and fairy tales; the Virgin Mary,
Sappho, Cinderella and more. Cahun gives a vituperative version of their stories and astute
unforgiving appellations as titles — ‘Penelope the Irresolute’, ‘Eve the Too Credulous’, ‘Helen
the Rebel’. This Helen learns how to be beautiful by thinking of nothing at all and everyone

believes her beauty.

Fortified by this rebellious half-ness, light hatching from an egg, I look for evidence of Hellas
in the work of Helen Chadwick. Hellas not only as a geographic region but also as a vast
mythic area emitting an endless chain of semiosis. Hellas as a concept. The Hellenic is an
ermaphrodite® nymph running through the work disturbing everyone with the help of Eros.
Looking for the Hellenic, we cross paths with tenets, cycles, relations, actions and relevancies
that point toward the ritual of a mystic. A mystic, she who believes spiritual apprehension of
truths is beyond the intellect and she who aims to attain absorption into the Deity. Helen the

Mystic.

The Hellenic comes to us ancient, Dionysian full of Venus, it comes religious, Orthodox
dressed in black, with a cross, an egg, a triangle. The Hellenic in its diaspora’ becomes a
portal and a voracious appetite for other cultures, it comes in the summer. The Hellenic bears
medieval astrology, resplendent rococo. The Hellenic is recalcitrant. The Hellenic desires.

The Hellenic speaks with its hands.



It’s 1992, in Mexico Helen Chadwick is searching for Frida Kahlo,® she talks to her students,
friends, her hands relish the squelching of cut fruit while making a tableau vivant in tribute to

Kahlo’s still lives. A full circle, life, stillness, life.

It’s 2024, I'm on a pilgrimage to the archive where the papery remains of the artist are held —
100 boxes, Henry Moore Institute, Leeds. Looking for the Hellenic in Helen, looking for her
source of power, looking for the relevance to me, a Zambian Hellenic, diasporic, mixed
heritage, double consciousness, private eye. The overall effect of the visit is a communion
with the erotic as described by Audre Lorde: ‘The erotic is a resource within each of us that
lies in a deeply female and spiritual plane, firmly rooted in the power of our unexpressed or
unrecognized feeling.”® Lorde names the erotic as a ‘nursemaid of our deepest knowledge’
and ‘a lens through which we scrutinize all aspects of our existence’.1? I get to know
Chadwick and Lorde decades after their death. In my imagination we become stalwart

friends.

The hand as symbol of Hellenic culture

What does it mean to be Hellenic? One thing it can mean, is to boast an affinity with the
Hellenic language. Parallel to the philosophical and medical, Hellenic is a gestural language.
In formal recordings, Chadwick, with a BBC English accent, doesn’t sound Hellenic —
however in her work she speaks with her hands like any Hellenic subject. The Hellenic is two
fingers crossed behind your back, any allegiance is nulled. It is a rolled » in your mother’s
accent, when your mother has an accent, perfect singularity departs through the window, you
are always both, or ‘neither/nor’%. The Hellenic is a portal that allows an exit from the
unbending freeway of a monolithic identity.

The wise (or desperate) caught in the doublings of a diasporic existence, embrace this
imperfect multiplicity. Helen Chadwick in her text Lines that Sever, Bind expresses this
multiplicity referring to her mother’s birthplace: ‘Let the monuments be eroticised and the
very gender of the city called into question. Athens, appropriated by western civilisation to
legitimise, its own structures, is always offered up as our cradle. But the model preferred is
masculine, its female body politic, its African and archaic roots denied.’*? Let, Call,



Question...gender, civilization, roots, body and other queer-facing thoughts — this is an
incantation.

P

Noumera/Noumena

In and around Chadwick’s two prominent installations Ego Geometria Sum (1983) and The
Oval Court (1984-86), and in the introverted One Flesh (1986) and Lofos Nymphon (1987),
we find thousands of hands, doing ‘bits’, and none of them showing guilt. As examples
accrue, the conspicuous attention lent to the hand points upwards to Chadwick’s third-year
dissertation — The hand as a symbol in medieval art (1973). We hold on to etymology and

move through gesture:

The sister science to chiromancy (palmistry) is that of chironomy, the art of
gesticulation. The heroic ages of Greece, invented gestures for manual numeration, a
complex system of positions, indicating figures up to 90, with the fingers of the left
hand, and into the thousands with the right hand. In this system design for 30 made
with the left hand in number lore is associated with marriage, and is that is nicknamed

la nozze.. 13

La nozze...a gesture that launches 1,000 thoughts.

The scale of elements in The Oval Court is determined by Chadwick’s own body, the central
pool related to the proportions of her hand, and the five golden spheres proportionate to the
size of Chadwick’s thumb and fingertips.'4

In the preparatory drawings of Ego Geometria Sum, we see how the measurements of the

Platonic solids correspond to the average size of a child of the respective age on the national



child-measurement percentile scale. In her copy of Susan Griffith’s book Woman and Nature
(held in the Chadwick Library at the Henry Moore Institute), Chadwick has underlined the
following lines: ‘The cause of the universe lies in mathematical harmony which exists in the

mind of the creator.’1®

The appearance of Hellenic mathematical order often heralds Apollonian reason, perfection,
cold hard control, but this is...warmer. The attention to numbers narrates the sequencing of a
mystic, a numerologist creator who weighs up her body against ‘the cause of the universe’.
Not in the mind but in her growing body. Mathematical harmony is characteristic to
Chadwick, her attention to numbers carefully and affectionately applies the body to the

COSMmMos.

More underlined Griffith: ‘And it is decided that although the celestial substance is mutable,
yet immutable laws govern all mutability, and that the invariability of God’s will can be

deduced from the perfection of His laws which rule the natural world.’*®

Contrary to this precept, Chadwick’s process in Ego Geometria Sum inserts bodily mutability
to the stable perfection of the Platonic solids, softness of flesh on the hardness of object. This
transforms stable geometric formula into invocation, a brazen attempt to investigate the

structure of the universe through the body.

Some words are simple, direct, then there are words like infinite monuments that never give
up. There, their walls growing taller, here their moats deepening. I am such a word,

thousands of millions of atoms make a single 1.

In some of her notes we hear Chadwick declare her singular multiplicity in the universal
order: ‘I am a particle. Cannot present myself as a thing or an image, but only in the dynamic
of space. I am a specific amount of something that comes in bits passing through, a particle

which is an intermediate state in a network of interactions.’?’



Seeing the hand write Hele... on the side of Ego Geometria Sum’s solid cube, we move from
the anonymous to the eponymous, everyone and one. This one is named but not quite. There
is a suggestion but no certainty. Ego Geometria Sum unfolds the singular ego in a ‘network of
iterations in a dynamic of space’. Chadwick’s wordplay in the title, unties Descartes” dictum
cogito, ergo sum *® and flows from the 7 thinking its existence to dexterous hands feeling their
way in alignment with a divine realm of existence, holding on to looped links the mind might
be too slow for. The other iterations of Ego Geometria Sum, The Labours (1983—84) and The
Juggler’s Table (1983—-84) bring us closer to a mystic sleight of hand with a nod to a tarot
card, The Magician, I : “...it is like the original point from which the whole universe emerges
(...) an androgynous individual playing with light and shadow, juggling from the unconscious
to the super conscious’.*® Helen the Mystic, who plays with all the inexhaustible bits and

specific amounts available to her.

P TN

Orthodoxia

I read, in the meticulous script of Chadwick’s dissertation, about Dextera Domini, Latin for
right hand of the Lord. A hand appearing in the sky, often surrounded by a cloud, symbolizes
God, who points to the figures of a religious scene. The hand does not imply gender, but we
know. The illustrations of the dissertation are traced by hand from books, themselves divine.
This text is a codex of the elements that take root in Chadwick’s practice, then bloom, then
fruit, then return to seed. A minute hand, a broach, pinned onto Helen Chadwick’s chest,
points beyond her face to the sky. She writes, ‘the hand more important than the face’.?’ She
writes the hand ‘is not secondary to language but an accompaniment’.?! She writes apart from

being a ‘supplement to language’, the hands create their own vocabulary of gestures. She



writes how a gesture combined with an object held in the hand ‘complements the quality of

this gesture and amplifies it’s supposed meaning’.?? Listen to the hands.

In the archive there are hundreds of photocopies of Chadwick’s hands testing various hand
positions for the twelve figures, seasons, star signs, scenes, poems in The Oval Court, each an
allegory to slowly sink in. Chadwick year after her dissertation still meditates on ‘the

absorption of pagan images into Christianity’.%3

Christian saints of the Hellenic Orthodox Church, perhaps evolving from yogic mudras,
piously position their hands to denote different sentiments and virtues. An open palm is the
absence of evil, an index finger pointing to the sky — pay attention, Jesus joins the ring finger
with the thumb to signify a sermon, two hands crossed at the chest of the saint signify bearing
a test of faith. In Chadwick’s iconography the meaning of gesture is a matter of hermeneutic
work for the viewer. Chadwick alerts us to the fact that there is ‘a demand to give something

of yourself when you look at an artwork...it’s not easy or quick’.?*

Each figure in The Oval Court has at least three hands pinching, pulling, stroking, choking,
squeezing, releasing handfuls of maggots, simultaneously. In the wheat-holding, double-
headed figure, we can see the corna (horns): ‘a Roman protective gesture to ward off the
curse of the evil eye. The index and the little finger jab downwards as though to banish the

evil into the earth.’?® Into the earth.

The Oval Court is a movable feast where hands show us what is precious, perform important
acts of exorcism or reunion. Chadwick’s study taught her a vocabulary of symbolic gestures
that reveal the nature that pervades inner experience.?® As the hands point to something
outside the normative order of things, looking at the work summons a numinous experience.
In mysticism the initiate’s task is to be attentive, to empty and allow inner illumination. No

linguistic divisions, no adjectives, no nouns, no syntax, only one verb — touch. Give what it



asks for. We feel with your eyes, we imagine the touch. This deferral of feeling creates

desire. ‘A territory for desire’.?’

PN

Since opening an envelope of photos labelled Lesvos in the archive — my father’s birthplace

and home of all my childhood summers — I’ve been thinking about Sappho:

eros deute m°o lisimelis doni,
glikipikron amachanon orpeton?®

Eros the solvent of limbs (now again) shakes me
Sweetbitter undefeated who slithers in?°

In If Not, Winter, a meditation on Sappho’s poetic fragments, Anne Carson translates the
word amachanon as ‘unmanageable’, relating it to the word machan, meaning ‘device
instrument, technique’. Eros is a creature against whom no technology avails. 3

Eros, infant god of sensual love, is a fundamental principle of the universe that through desire
moves us, an instinct opposite to death (Thanatos). Nevertheless, the technologies of both

Eros and Thanatos dissolve our limbs.

Chadwick lays on the magician’s table, a life and death switch. The Oval Court summons
erotic dissolution and does not deny us Mother Earth imagery, but these images are firmly
fixed in the artifice of technological repetition, a nekri fisi (dead nature/still life). On the other
hand, a few feet away, the rotting Carcass in its glass coffin, nine months in the making, is

fizzing with fertile possibility.

Sappho uses the word déute (now again) after Eros. Carson pays special attention to this
temporal adverb of repetition. The composition of the word brings the present moment and a
series of past moments together, meaning ‘not for the first time’, denoting the cyclical
patterns of erotic experience.3! The photocopy, purposefully a thing of lesser value,* is a
‘now again’. Its mechanical multiplication nominates an erotic act of abundance,
manipulating, reproducing, melting the limbs among flora, fauna, objects, stirred by the in
turns violent and tender slithering. The photocopier spoke to Chadwick in an advert on the

London Underground and she used it to ‘have all the power at my disposal’.®® This machinic



independence brings out the sculptural aspect of her photographic practice, ‘the idea of
photography as potentially a three-dimensional medium.’®* The limbs are repeated to
manufacture the image like any building. The self built, sculpted or demolished with mythic
tools powered by electrical currents. So, then we enter the mechanically reproduced images
as buildings, institutions to educate us in emotional and sensual responses behind the seeing,

to learn ‘a seeing that encourages feeling’.3®

The Oval Court asks us to witness the aim of a mystical ceremony, the stepping into
helplessness against the forces of nature, the liberation into joyous abandonment. In its
dissolution and multiplication of limbs, the figures and their associates dance in the

simultaneously primordial and technological blue.

What do you remember? I remember quite clearly her, taking off her clothes and climbing
onto the photocopier, her naked derriere pressed against the cold glass. I remember her
bending at the waist over the machine, pressing her face against the plate, arranging the
cross again around her neck to be visible. Her face pinched, holding her breath under
imaginary water, the cross and chain float, a stealthy light captures it and spits it out.

The photocopies are all blue, maybe by chance, but for us Hellenics, in blue we can’t help but
feel the colour chosen for the flag of the newly nascent Hellenic nation in 1822. Blue for the

sea and freedom, white for death and waves.



many barefoot thoughts go astray in some unattainable fluid

A traced image from the dissertation, the pharaoh A-Khuenaten receives a blessing from the
sun, rays like many hands.® Chadwick writes how for prehistoric people, the hand was seen
as ‘a talisman against the evil eye’.®” In her somewhat mysterious work The wall of the city of
palms, Chadwick’s photocopied left and right palms are repeated to create a brick-wall
pattern in pale brown.®® With elastic mental agility we are presented with another
‘neither/nor’. The hand, signifier of will and activity, is used as a building block. Builder and
Brick. In repetition the hand is restored to the monumental proportions of Dextera Domini.

The artwork as a grand gesture of protection.

The repetition of hands has a cascade of consequences. In an active disruption of visible
reality, repetition reveals an alternative temporality and narrative. The acquisitive hands of
The Oval Court herald a desire to appropriate, to unite with the all the variegated elements of
life — the face cries at the loss of this paradise. Observe a union, as Lorde encourages in Uses
of the erotic between the spiritual (psychic and emotional) to the political, to create the erotic
‘poetic revolutionary’.® Trying to attain a spiritual union with the cosmos, the mystic can

inadvertently embody a rebel. Rococo — florid proliferation, wild excess and golden balls — is



also a rolling revolution in its own time against the simplification of Catholicism and within

the minimalist tendencies of the 1980s art world.*°

Measured actions bring balance to protect against hybrids of reasonable minds and evil eyes.
The hands tell another story that subverts pious Christian denial and singularity of identity, be
it human or divine. The hands tear through and wipe clean what Ursula K. Le Guin describes
as ‘the killer story’. “It sometimes seems that, that story is approaching its end. Lest there be
no more telling of stories at all, some of us out here in the wild oats, amid the alien corn,
think we’d better start telling another one, which maybe people can go on with when the old
one’s finished. Maybe”.*! Le Guin wisely reminds that the story is not an untold one. Helen
the Mystic pays attention to quiet voices and bodily knowledges, narrates ‘the life story’:
‘People have been telling the life story for ages, in all sorts of words and ways. Myths of
creation and transformation, trickster stories, folktales, jokes, novels. #?

We stand above a lake of apocalypse (unveiling). Cosmogony takes many hands. An
awakening of social imagination to possibility requires many influences. Punk, Orthodoxy,
rococo whisper past the rebellion of many hands, Eros allows the hands to do other work on
another sphere of sensual perception. The hands protect, undo and build, undo and build,
dissolve, bond, protect, all at the same time. And thus, in kinaesthetic empathy* they loosen
our own limbs. They move, we move, time dissolves, every now connects to every past and

future now, polylingual, polydimensional, polysynchronous, polyamorous.



Internal monuments, the mother’s body

Those moments that it takes over, and you hadn 't meant it to go that way or sound that way
and you hadn t meant to feel that way, those are the moments we pray for, and we arrive at
that place where we know each other and we just talk about this and that and look at photos,
then the story comes out whole, not without pain or rushes, it feels like a birth.

Within Ego Geometria Sum and The Oval Court there are multiple visible and felt texts
countervailing each other. Taking it in turns to be engine and fuel. Tina M. Campt, in her
book Listening to Images (2017), investigates historically dismissed photographs of the Black
diaspora and invites us to ‘use our sensory register ‘to ‘listen to’ rather than simply ‘look at’
images’, this ‘is a conscious decision to challenge the equation of vision with knowledge’.**
Campt names an ‘exquisitely articulate modality of quiet’ — a sublimely expressive
unsayability that exceeds both words, as well as what we associate with sound and
utterance’.* The family photographs of the archive are an equal force to the artwork and
operate in this lower sonic register. To tune in to the lower frequency we are quiet and we
feel. A lot has been said about Chadwick’s refusal of sight. The hand as instrument of speech
is fluent in ‘unsayability’, giving an honest look at the inner and outer world beyond vision or
sound. Here in the lower frequencies of touching and being touched, Chadwick honours birth,

biology and mother.

S



A triangular wigwam, a small child sits at the entrance, either side a man and a woman, like
many other guardians of ancient pyramids. In the photographic silent, the monumental

vibrations are palpable.

Jacques Derrida once described the book as ‘a portable pyramid’.*® From stone to papyrus to
page, the monument is there to be read. In Ego Geometria Sum we read the pyramid
(Wigwam, 5 years) as a longing for protection. Two adult, resolute hands emerge out of the
dome of childhood. The hands transform the tent into a hidden ceremonial figure. Whoever is
inside can see us behind the thin white fabric, they silently project their hands. The pyramid
is a mask, ‘the monument is eroticized’ as a body animates its insides, the way a hand
animates the cloth body of a puppet. However, this puppetry runs in reverse; everything is
hidden apart from the hands. Either side of the entrance to Ego Geometria Sum’s pyramid,
two symbols from the ‘wild west’ resurrect Minoan symbology, a bull and an axe. What are
the hands saying? Fingers stretched open, crossed at the wrists. The hands perhaps say ‘Stop,

I resist, I become monument, I protect my heart,” or ‘I carry the past as a feat of
47

repentance.’




On the other face of the pyramid, a hand curls two fingers around a bit of wood that holds a
wire, from which a musical triangle is suspended. A golden ring around one finger says
‘Helen’. I recognized this instrument from my Hellenic childhood, going from door to door in
the neighbourhood on the twenty-fourth of every December, announcing the birth of Christ
for a few coins. We can see the tip of the metal ‘beater’ striking the triangle. The visual
doubling, triangle in a triangle, echoes and inspires an engagement with inaudible vibrations.
Sinking in lower frequencies helps us interact with Chadwick’s work, eyes are not enough.
We are transported, through an imaginary metallic sound, to a seminal day for most European

children.

Here we find tenderly held Hellenic traditions within a British childhood, we imagine the
quotidian celebration of the divine in another diasporic community with its own troubled
history. The hand grows as a symbol of the psychological weight of small things: the
diasporic social body, indeed spread like seeds, holds on to a root still tapped in the mother

land.

The other face of the pyramid is crisscrossed by a triangular technological monument, a
pylon you come across at the top of a mountain, its malevolent electrical hum as terrifying as

Zeus.

{0

This ritual starts with the hands over the incubator, that artificial womb, her thirty-year-old
body curled up within it. Manifesting multiple facets of the history of one body, not a
splintering, only a returning. Not just an image but an act, doing it and watching yourself
doing it, awake, cohabit, seek haptic knowledge of your birth — will she be possessed by the
spirit of her infant self? Lie here and call forth biological memory, how the cells divided, the
transparent skin thickened, kept the light. What secrets lie in the double helix? Why so small?
Why the hands? Why the gold? Revisiting her premature birth, I now see bathed in tragic

irony the low, symmetrical hum of her premature death.

T



Here in this body are the sacred rivers: here are the sun and moon, as well as all the
pilgrimage places. I have not encountered another temple as blissful as my own body.*®

On the gym vault (horse, 11 years) we see the columns of the Athenian Parthenon sprout a
pair of ringed hands that hold on to a school desk for dear life. The body is transformed into
the temple of the golden age of Pericles. In ‘the progressive angularities of growing up’#°
there is the Hellenic. Stability or immobility? Neither/nor. Helen Chadwick’s work creates its
audience, the Hellenic diasporic people, the women dreaming of a new story for their bodies,
their predicaments. Sliding from past to present and back again, traversing synchronous

timelines and modalities of gain and loss.

Her nudity is a matter of practicality in this series of jumps, entrances and exits. Like any
well-considered time traveller, she strips down to her skin, to enter a temporal warp that
fabric molecules could not withstand. In most fiction, time travellers avoid encountering
themselves so as to not disturb the space—time continuum. Not Helen Chadwick, she jumps
straight into herself in this ghost kingdom, cherishing the Hellenic as a holiday, a monument,
a faith. The cross glowing above a white M&S bra speaks with persistent attention to
Hellenic Orthodox customs and the divine within everyday life. The Hellenic is literally the

cross around her neck, and it is burning hot, I am sure of it.

1 drink celery juice and lime water. Foxglove and bluebell, pharmakon, cure and poison.
Neither/nor. Let all shackles be loosened, let all hands be free.



Upon seeing the hand, rings and all, around the neck of the rabbit, a Hellenic phrase slides
out of the cold mud of memory. Prigi to kouneli (choking the rabbit) old fashioned and not so
common this phrase is used to refer to being sexually promiscuous with disturbing regularity.
The hand could be benign, but the rabbit’s blind upward gaze says it’s not. The hand is
evidence of forces unseen that tear us apart. Like Eros. Is it unkind? In patriarchal
industrialized militarized societies with rigid hyperarchies that sever us from our birthright of
desire, here, knowing the cyclical fullness of Eros’s blade, knowing the body in life and

death, exploring its viscera, here it can be a kindness.

{0

The air is different on the hill of nymphs — Do myths lie? Do hills lie?

The Hellenic in the works of Chadwick can be sought at its origin, her mother. Another
monument, the mother’s body unfastened by metaphors and symbols. The egg, the womb, the
birth, the Holy Mary. In Lofos Nymphon there are several eggs. In one, Helen Chadwick
kneels and hugs her mother, Aggeliki Chadwick nee Barthopoulou, face to breast, both placid
inside the oval shape. In the background the Christian Orthodox mitropoli (mother city) in
Athens. In yet another egg, the mother faces us holding her grown daughter like a baby, her
back turned to us. One of few titles in Hellenic, ‘Lofos Nymphon’ translates to Hill of
Nymphs; this was her mother’s address in Athens, before the name of the street was
modernized. In this transcendental re-enactment of infant intimacy, Chadwick asks ‘as a
modern, with no centre, no core of belief, it is possible to encounter the void of Origin, to
give it form and a body, and so return to the site of beginning’.%® Some other untranslated

Hellenic titles are Agape, Filoxenia (love, hospitality) and Anatoli (sunrise), which doubles as



both a watercolour and a ‘meat abstract’ of a biological image, perhaps an egg, the rising of

the self/sun.

Under the protection of the egg-shaped cartouche, mother and daughter, breasts and navels,

face each other. In the background the tip of Lycavittos,> like another breast, points to the

sky.

Choosing holy places of divination as the title and background image, the work gathers
several strata of long-dead familial peoples and rituals in one place. Another egg, within the
black cartouche Chadwick’s hand rests on her mother’s stomach, the navel within reach. The
Parthenon and her mother’s breast look down on the scene. Lofos Nymphon is an unnerving,
intuitive somatic enquiry connecting the mother’s breast, womb and navel to ancient Hellenic

rituals of the mythological concept of the omphalos (navel), axis mundi, centre of the cosmos,

. In the sacred dark of the temple, the oracle reads and gives
the prophecy. In the Hellenic Orthodox Church, the centre of the temple retains its pagan

name, omphalos. Some things persist.

Reaching out to Mother as axis mundi, both bodies become ‘nexus of desires’, a marvelling at
the machinery of life that protects the growing embryo, a desire to return. The I, the first-
person singular, is complicated with the mother’s flesh. In the centre of the known and
unknown world a wish for Protection and Union from a city, a mother, a time long before

birth. Once upon a brief time, mother and daughter were held in the same ancestral body.



You mean to stay hidden. you insist to grow. Yet to learn difference, touched by unabating
sounds of fluid motion, the name of God is not spoken, you never need, it comes, she makes
the sign of the cross over your diminutive body. Inside your mother, you can breathe the
water.

Birth is an enfleshing of the psyche, this is how we arrive from myth to meat, we dive deeper
into cells and molecules and evasive electrons. Listening to the images draws forth minute

physical sensations, into a form that is versatile enough to tempt imagination.

Let’s listen to the image of Helen Chadwick and her brother. Easter in front of the St John the
Baptist Greek Orthodox church, London. Eggs dyed red duel each other, the one that breaks
loses, the one that stays intact wins. Another diasporic celebration, a precious scene worth
persevering. The children are dressed in traditional Hellenic costume, white cloth skirt
(fustanella), shirt, embroidered vest, hat and shoes (zsarouchia) with pompoms. Note that
young Helen is wearing the male version of the national attire. Was this androgynous

performance her idea? She smiles, gallant and happy. Her posing skills intact.

The holding of a body with/within a body is ignited in The Labours (1986). In Labour X,
Chadwick, in an athletic stance and with bare posterior, looks away as she carries a
rectangular image of her upright naked body, the triangle of her pubis never seen by the sun,
her face a blurred spectre of speed. It could be Hercules female, unsung and commonplace.
How does it feel? Only the haptic will do in dealing with these doubling matters. How heavy
is an effigy of yourself? Margaret Atwood ponders this sort of thing when thinking about



, in the collection of fictional essay The Tent: ‘A home filled with

nothing but yourself. It’s heavy, that lightness. It’s crushing, that emptiness’%?

References to the home also point towards our first home, the womb. Gaston Bachelard’s
phenomenology links the human imagination to its surroundings, specifically the domestic
space: ‘The house protects the dreamer.”>® As we dream ourselves into existence, a treasure
hidden in the corners of the intimate architecture of our mother’s body, genial secrets are
passed on to us. ‘A house that has been experienced is not an inert box. Inhabited space
transcends geometrical space.”> What is left of us in our mother’s womb? A body inscribed

on a box of any sort awakens the Egyptian sarcophagus. Thanatos now again murmurs too.

Horrified and impotent against the bombing of Palestinian people, I search, I listen to
anything but the news, I come across a poem by Palestinian poet Hala Alyan, ‘Interactive::
House Saints’— she says: ‘My favourite house is my mother.’ That loosens my limbs and I
remember Eros stirring in labours and births.

Do we need to look at the origins of the word ‘architecture’? Search engines and dictionaries
avail — architectoniki (apyrtextovikn), archi (beginning, government) and tektoniki (making
by hand, creation and birthing, the proto-Indo-European root tek-, connecting it to tekno

(child), tekne (art) and teknologia (technology) — the Hellenic coalescence of words needs no

introduction.

{0

One Flesh (1985) combines the mothering preoccupation of Lofos Nymphon and The Oval
Court’s love of photocopied flesh and woven cloth. A mother and her child. The red cloth, the
hands, announce the mother as Holy Mary, sweet mother of Christ. Mother Mary is of



paramount importance in the Hellenic Church and culture. If you are Hellenic you call out to
her in fear or awe several times a day — Panagia mou/* In medieval paintings the scene
forms a pyramid. In , a vagina and a placenta above her head

replace the Holy Spirit and Dextera Domini.

One hand points to the infant’s genitals — no penis, it’s a girl! Christ as a female. The lack of a
penis reverses Ostentatio genitalium (display of genitals) — some obscure Renaissance
painting tradition attributes formal, thematic and theological significance to Jesus’ penis.>®
Helen the Mystic. Which work does not deconstruct? Does not find shameless naked
antediluvian Eros within the piety of dominant orthodoxies? Following the direction of the
pointing finger we arrive at an umbilical cord, and then the other hand of the One Flesh holy

mother. And this, the last hand of which we shall speak, considers cutting the cord still
attached to the infant, but not yet.

The umbilical cord (omphalios loros) is our connection to the body where we were born.>’
The connection, now again, comes through stories and rituals. In her dissertation codex
Chadwick states emphatically in language beyond her years that ‘primitives perceived the
transfer and passage of power between individuals as a complex system of rituals, depended
upon the latent forces inherent upon their personal animal magnetism’.% Let’s not forget, we
are magnetic animals.

Maybe this is what the hands were saying all along. Look at the string, the circular path to
the cosmic mother. Painted like so many dancing figures around a vase, photocopied in laser,
the line, the light, the path, the cord appear immaterial and heavy. A cord of incessant activity
around solid, gold, undivided essence. The Hellenic deep in the cells opens a double door. We
are invited to travel tenderly back and forth through the monuments, hands pointing the way.
Helen Chadwick’s ‘complex rituals’ embroider the anatomy of a wish, a desire.%® For
connection between abject and beautiful, past and present, this body and that body, this is
seduction. The erotic, sweet and supple, allows us to bare the pain of life and reconcile with

the unborn void we all return to. There is no closing — only more opening.

It’s here and now, in this body, let all monuments be eroticized and be known.
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