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Waterworld

Jeffrey Eugenides’ Middlesex [1].    is a novel that dunks readers entirely.  At least, that was my experience in reading this much acclaimed book.  I felt the author to be somewhat like a lifeguard gone postal, pulling me roughly out of my received (and, I admit, somewhat sentimental) ideas about American social history and all of its presumably defined components such as class, gender, race, etc., and plunged for the duration into a holding tank, a pool of free-floating elements of the kind needed for constructing an understanding about the society we live in.  These unbound elements surrounded me, lacking what Ovid called the organizing force of “ …God or kindlier nature …,” a liquid kind of mad anthropological DNA [2]
In the absence of a force for coherency, I had to allow Eugenides to throw me a line.  But he throws so many of them!  This novel makes meaning in many, complex ways, and just when you think you have an interpretive strategy, you realize that you have to think again.  Is this work a bent buildungs roman, an “epic novel of family generations,” a journey narrative, a drama of class mobility, a referendum on the reader’s easy formulations of self and other, true and false, man and woman?  Is it an attack on American social myths like the American Dream and the melting pot?  I will attempt to describe some of the hermeneutical thrashings about that characterized my experience of reading (or drowning in) this book.

On one level, the events of this novel can be easily mapped and followed, as in any journey.  Eugenides’ narrator quite straightforwardly plots the coordinates that lead to his birth into the world and enable us to track his progress through it to this story’s end.  This amounts, however, to a long strange trip, indeed.  Beginning in 1922, in the tiny village of Bithynios, on Mount Olympus, above the Greek/Turkish/Greek/soon-to-be Turkish city of Bursa, we meet Desdemona and Lefty, brother and sister/soon-to-be husband and wife, the grandparents/great-aunt and -uncle of the story’s protagonist, Callie/Cal Stephanides.  We immediately feel some social structures in this narrative to be endangered.  The (for-the-narrator’s-purposes) original Stephanides couple transforms their narrow escape from the destructive Turkish reclamation of Bursa into a shipboard honeymoon trip, terminating in Detroit, Michigan, where they take up American residency in one of the typical working class immigrant communities of the early 20th century.  Their early married life is a cozy, if crowded, one of closely held secrets (those of cousin Sourmelina and her husband, Jimmy, in addition to their own) desperate strivings for economic stability and communal support, and a growing marital estrangement caused by Desdemona’s guilt over their crime of incest.  This period of time culminates in two strange births – of a son/nephew to Desdemona and Lefty, and a daughter to Sourmelina  and Jimmy; and two even stranger disappearances – of Jimmy Zizmo, twice (the first time in his Packard, into the icy St. Clair’s waters, the second time without a trace).  Thus, the portentously-named second cousins once removed, Milton and Theodora, become (also) husband and wife, and have the space left by the departed Minister Fard to populate with their eventual children: Chapter Eleven, brother and third cousin to Callie, and Callie her/himself, hermaphrodite-in-waiting.  Along the way, we tour Depression-era Detroit, making brief stops at The Rouge and the rum-running underground, and Temple No.1, and ending just in time for the opening of Lefty’s fabulous Zebra Room.  Before Callie becomes Cal, the Detroit tour is now in its mid-century phase: in Indian Village, we see an extended family metamorphosing from the lower middle to the solidly middle class with Milton’s transformation of the Zebra Room to the Hercules’ Hot Dogs chain, and then onward and upward, powered by ever-better models of Oldsmobiles and Cadillacs and the odd insurance windfall, leaving the city’s late-60’s economic rot and riots behind them as they all (and we) arrive – breathless – in upper-middle-class Grosse Pointe, in a Frank Lloyd Wright-esque house on Middlesex Boulevard.  

At this notorious address, we detour to take in Callie’s tumultuous inner life as a privileged young girl at Baker & Inglis School for Girls, a girl who has discovered herself to be behind her peers in female sexual development, and, worse, to have a strong attraction to, well, girls.  Enter to her eighth-grade English class a girl – the girl – privately dubbed by Callie the Obscure Object (all references to Bunuel confessed), and her partner in the turning-point love affair that begins Callie’s metamorphosis into Cal.  Her sexual adventures with the Obscure Object (and her misadventures with the Object’s brother) lead, ultimately, to tragic enlightenment about her sexual nature by means of a humiliating and fearful medical investigation by the famous expert on hermaphroditism, Dr. Peter Luce, whose diagnosis (5-alpha-reductase deficiency) and consequent treatment plans send Cal into escape orbit.  

We now follow him as he drifts westward, lighting only briefly along the way to San Francisco and his job as submerged sex-freak in the Octopussy’s Garden’s freak show.  We also follow Milton, desperately trying to reclaim his missing child and his stolen money, across the Ambassador Bridge between Detroit and Windsor and, in a second, spectacular plunge of an automobile into a large body of water, over its side.  Milton’s funeral is the occasion of Cal’s return, and, after he does what he can to restart his/her family and romantic relationships, our crazy journey comes to an end.  

These events of plot are, without doubt, spellbinding.  But what do they mean?  Why did Eugenides spin this wild yarn about Cal’s life?  I have considered several answers to this question.  One is that he intended to explode the myth of a stable human identity. This has been done before, perhaps earliest by Homer, with his well known, if less well loved, character Ulysses.  Viewed from one perspective, this is a story about how Calliope Stephanides, a naïve Greek-American girl from the Midwest, becomes Cal Stephanides, a cosmopolitan and mysteriously sexy, if emotionally unavailable, man who is an assistant cultural attaché to the State Department.  This narrative of sexual transformation suggests that Eugenides intends to destabilize our preconceptions about sexual and gender identity.  But is it the metamorphosis from girl to man that is being dramatized?   Cal tells us that, after all of the transformations his genes and years have led him to, he still feels himself to be Callie when he is with his mother, who raised him as her long awaited girl child, and so their relationship remains stable because it is predicated on his being a girl to her.    He is still Callie to his father, of course, as well, since Milton never lived to see him as Cal.  Chapter Eleven accepts his new “Bro’” seamlessly.  But how does Julie Kikuchi, his present-day amour, see him?  From the last installments of their romantic mini-drama, which has been running concurrently with the long road trip of the main plot, we get the impression that she, like Zora, his sex-freak colleague at Octopussy’s, will accept him for what he is.  And what is he?  Callie/Cal insists on being both man and woman, and, having rejected the surgical option, on being neither, genitally speaking.  Can an individual human being be both male and female, and yet neither, at the same time?  Certainly, hermaphroditism is a phenomenon existing outside of the world of this novel: doesn’t that mean that the answer to the above question is yes?  But if so, so what?  Is the author suggesting more?  Is stable and identifiable gender identity – a concept that has occupied much contemporary discussion since the “unisex” 60’s – an exploded myth because Eugenides is using hermaphroditism as a trope for the larger social construct?  

If we allow the novelist to insist, as his protagonist does, on the sexually unresolved mix as our predicate structure, then what does Middlesex (ooh! Big reverb!) tell us about relationships socially unresolved?  Desdemona and Lefty are both and neither brother and sister, husband and wife.  They are also from a village that is both Greek and Turkish, and they are both Greeks and Americans, as are their progeny.  Jimmy Zizmo was both dead as Zizmo and alive as Minister Fard, both present and absent in both of these separate lives (and probably in others).  The house in Grosse Pointe is a similar hybrid form, an example of Prairie style Midwest modern architecture and a both/neither kind of place, designed to harmonize with nature, but without what would be considered natural for shelter -- doors, closets, directly connected stairways, etc.  Eugenides’ operatic description of Lefty’s factory job at the Rouge carries this notion of the mix into the history of American immigrant populations.  Wierzbicki, Stephanides, and O’Malley all stand on their part of the conveyor line, working in 14-second units together as mechanically as the machine parts they are laboring to produce; they are all parts of a production process team, and yet they are all uniquely distinct from one another because of the separate customs and histories of the separate countries from which they have come.

How far does Eugenides hope to push this both/neither conceit of hybridism?  From the narrator’s wider social perspective, aren’t he and Julie Kikuchi – wandering funded artist and Foreign Service expatriot – exemplars of the both/neither, applied to the now-fraught concept of national identity?  And what does that say about the “American-ness” of any of us?  My grandparents came from the old country of Sicily, and my grandmother did weird, superstitious things with bowls of water and drops of oil in her kitchen, and spoke to me in an English occasionally punctuated by Sicilian dialect (Her mother, in fact, spoke to me in straight Sicilian, which I never understood in any part, nor did my own mother).  Don’t many of us have a story of family history that begins in some old, European, or African, or South American, or Asian country?  And doesn’t that history distinguish us from one another, even from those closest to us?  Does the author apply his hybrid identity model to American national identity as a substitute for that tired and admittedly lame notion of assimilation, “the melting pot?”  How does that model fit into the present-day characterization of our national space crowded with multiple-yet-distinct voices and views?  As a trope for social identity, how far outward does hermaphroditism go?

Or should we begin by working inward, following a more empirical method, as Eugenides’ vehicle actually suggests?  Inductively speaking, the first fact of this novel is that its central character is a hermaphrodite.  If you can submit a work of literature to systematic investigation, you surely must begin with the constituent parts, if you will, of the text.  And what literature exists without image, without those evocative pictures made of words, symbolizing values, ideals, problems, fears?  The hermaphrodite-as-symbolic-image in western literary history has notably been set in a scene of water, and as we have noted, water scenes are plentiful in Middlesex.  The refugee-filled waters around Smyrna as the Turkish army arrives, the lake waters around Detroit that seem to require the periodic sacrifice of a car, the steamy bath scene of Callie and Clementine Stark’s sexy geisha game, and, most important, the pool at Octopussy’s Garden.  

Herman Melville said, “Water and meditation are wedded forever.”  Is the watery surround in this novel an invitation to contemplate the self, as in the myth of Narcissus?  Is Eugenides asking us to look for ourselves in the pool’s surface, to love ourselves – our gender, ethnic, national selves –a  as we are reflected there?  Is he finally offering us a self-involved central figure, one who becomes isolated, lost within himself, worthless to other human beings, as Narcissus was to Echo?  Surely there is the hint that if he can’t make things work out with Julie, Cal fears that he will be always unable to connect, to love others as they try to love him, to make peace with his “condition” and live a more “normal” life within human society.   The myth of Narcissus is one possible approach to the water images in Middlesex.  But it narrows the scope of the trope, if you will forgive me.

Actually, I prefer another Greek myth for the purposes of fighting to the surface of this critical exercise: the story of Salmacis, as told by Ovid.  A young man, Hermaphroditus, son of Hermes and Aphrodite, went to bathe in the waters of a fountain presided over by the water-nymph, Salmacis, despite its evil reputation for making men weak.  In the fountain’s pool lived the beautiful nymph who, like Narcissus, loved nothing better than the image of herself in the mirror of the pool.  But when Hermaphroditus entered the water, she transferred that love to him, proposing that they get married so that they could begin as quickly as possible to have sex.  He refused her, but she was determined: she attached her body to his within the pool.  As he struggled to release himself, she raised a prayer to the gods that they never be separated.  Her prayer was immediately granted: 

As when a twig is grafted                                                                     On parent stock, both knit, mature together,                                         So these two joined in close embrace, no longer                              Two beings, and no longer man and women,                                       But neither, and yet both.  (93)

For his part, Hermaphroditus also prayed that anyone who dove into the pool would “emerge half man,” and this wish was also granted (93).  

It is from the element of water that we have long understood coherent life forms to emerge.  In the conjoined image of Hermaphroditus and Salmacis, we can see a third, yet irreducible, form, proposed by earthly desire and ratified by divine power.  The myth tells us how the metaphysical category of both/neither came to be.  It tells us that it is within the realm of human possibility to transcend the basic binary categories by which we prefer to organize our understanding of human being.  The long, strange story of Eugenides’ hermaphrodite protagonist reminds us that the hermaphrodite is a symbol of the hybrid form, a form we too often reject in our daily informal and official interactions with one another as incoherent, and that in this rejection, we become blind to our most complex private and social selves.
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Middlesex

Some Questions to Consider

 
             1.     Was the romantic love between Desdemona and Lefty believable as Eugenides presents it?  What were the shaping forces of their inappropriate attachment?  Did any of these appear to be out of their control?  Did any of these forces work as actual human motives?  Were you convinced by the deterioration of their psycho-sexual relationship in later years?  How did you feel their distinct personalities motivated their gradual estrangement?

2.      Do you feel that Eugenides managed the various elements of his plot effectively?  Other than being spectacular, are the events narrated dramaturgically optimal, given the themes – such as desire, truth, American class history -- you perceive the author to be elaborating upon?  Did you feel that the storytelling energy was sustained throughout?  Was the novel’s plot sufficiently resolved?

3.      What was your impression of Callie’s (not Cal’s) self-awareness?  Did her naivety strike a true chord or a false note?  Following from your assessment of this aspect of her character, did you buy Dr. Luce’s theory of the role of gender socializing in the emergent adult personality?  Did you approve of his treatment plan for Callie?

4.       Water is certainly an often used literary motif, and the various baptisms and submergings of people in this novel do not seem unique, and yet, what of the two cars?   Given the book’s main locale, the presence of water, ice, bridges, and the automobile industry, what do you think he meant by that?

