122 ' The Herald, December 2004

By Huma Yusuf

RITTE

t comes as no surprise that Sarah

Hall admitted to “[loving]

symbolism” in an interview with
the Guardian Unlimited's Aida
Edemariam. Indeed, Hall's latest
novel The Electric Michelangelo, short-
listed for the 2004 Man Booker Prize,
is an anomaly in twenty-first century
literature; steeped in metaphor,
executing a delicate tango between
poetry and prose, Hall's writing
effortlessly recalls the heady imagery
of Romantic verse. How could it not,
given that Hall's protagonist Cyril
Parks is a turn-of-the-last-century
tattoo artist with a propensity for
metaphysical ramblings?

Of course, strip The Electric
Michelangelo of its thyme-infused,
old-fashioned prose and you're not
left with much. In fact, a synopsis of
the novel reads like a fairly ﬂic&eﬂl

re-1940s immigrant story. Until his
Elother Reeda’s death from breast
cancer, Cyril enjoys the quaint thrills
ofa clu’idrt-:losms;g:lt in [E}Jurecambc
Bay, a seaside resort on the remote
north-west coast of England. As a
teenager, Cyril serves as an
apprentice to Riley, a legendary
“scraper”, notorious Bolshevik and
potty-mouthed drunk who becomes
Cyril's foster father after Reeda's
death. Although Cyril discovers the
magic of tattoos under Riley’s
tutelage, he soon becomes weary of
his mentor’s alcoholism. And when
Riley commits predictable suicide,
Cyril emigrates to America. There,
Cyril baptises himself the Electric
Michelangelo and sets up a tattoo
booth among the circus freaks and
East European immigrants of Coney
Island, eventually falling in love with
Grace, a bareback rider and tightrope
walker.

Rather than labour with the

ON
THE

storyline as a vehicle for
anachronistically sensuous and
exuberant writing. She dwells on the
symbol of the tattoo, teasing out its
ironies. In Riley and Cyril's thoughts,
the tattoo emerges as the perfect art
form, the conflation of pain and
erotica, beauty and destruction,
narrative and life, the eternity of art
and the temporality of the body. Hall
notes that were instances when
[Cyril's] needle unwittingly delved
down into a soul and struck upen
meaning ... He caught [his customers’]
stories in a bucket and mixed it with
ink and used the serum to paint
translations of the very stories the
tellers were haemorrhaging on to
them.” Thanks to Hall's lilting prose,
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the tattoo artist is also transformed by
body art. Although seen by his
community as a madman and witch-
doctor, Riley becomes “bard-like,
king-like, god-like, waging accurate
and beautiful war over the bodies of
those willing to allow his definition
and rendition of beauty” while
tattooing. Landscapes fare even better under Hall's lyricism: New York is “a
dream of architecture and vertical economy,” while Coney Island, well past its
prime in the aftermath of WWII, has “all the desperation of a mistress on some
cheap substance, cager o please her lover, ferified and motivated by the
knowledge that he was becoming less interested in her charms.”

Unfortunately, Hall interrupts the flow of her old-world word orgy with a
stiff shot of unwarranted feminism and one shudders to think that this is the
main reason why Hall was the only female author short-listed for the coveted
Booker. For no apparent reason, Cyril's mother is an abortionist and aspiring
suffragette while his closest Coney Island friend is Claudia, a German giantess
and sideshow strongwoman with the ability to flip over trucks. Somehow, the
notion that women are larger than life and tougher than men is much too
literal to find a place in such a figurative novel.

Indeed, Hall's faddish feminism seems even more jarring in the case of
Cyril's love interest Grace who chooses to be tattooed from tip to toe with a
recurring motif: a “static, unblinking” black-rimmed green eve. By morphing
into The Lady of Many Eves, Grace s 0 “celebrate the identity of her body
as her own sovereign state” and reclaim her sexuality by returning the lurid
male gaze. Cliche finally triumphs over ideology when a 65-year-old Cyril,
who has returned to Morecambe Bay after serving in the army, offers to train
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rudiments of this plot, Hall uses her | Nina Shearer in the art of tattooing. A feisty adolescent with an “unapologetic







