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new knowledge, this new way of seeing and understanding time
and space, and transform the world around you.

Inevitably with a small child with short concentration span and
voracious curiosity, your own thoughts will often be interrupted
or scattered, and you'll find yourself digressing, revisiting old
thoughts, roaming, playing. But isn't this part of the appeal of
the dérive! What are the implications for the artist-mother of
this altered engagement with the world? What are the effects
of making someone else's desires more important than your
own (at least some of the time), and adjusting your own to
encompass theirs — if they are having fun then you can enjoy
your own thoughts more.You can experiment more too.

Does being a mother really mean the loss of ego as it often
seems at first oris it a new phase of ego? What does this mean
for the artist?

What can the artist-mother contribute to visions of the city,

to experiences of the city, to the design of cities? Is the artist-
mother a new and more radical model of the artist wanderer, of
the artist-nomad, artist-dérivateur, artist-bohemian?

The other question that lies behind this investigation is the status
of the artist-parent. It is of course fine to be an artist and a
parent if you don't publicise the fact that you have a child, or if
the child is just a colourful (usually loud) accessory at exhibition
private views. But the image of the artist-father tends to be quite
different from that of the artist-mother here. Traditionally (male)
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Reflections
on the city
from a
host-flaneur

Ruth Maclennan
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who gets caught up in the performance, and sometimes trampled
in the fray.

AR TR T T

However, I'd like to look at another figure, a lesser-known,
MATERIAL CONDITIONS

ke unappreciated, ignored subject — not dismissed, because never

even considered. She was never as self-absorbed as the lone
flaneur or a member of the gangs of trusty dérivateurs.

She sees the city differently now; she knew what it was to be
one of them, though she never felt quite comfortable with
the assumptions of masculine adventure associated with the

Reflections on the city from a post-flaneur
Ruth Maclennan
2011-12-15 & © Ruth Maclennan

Published by Proboscis aforementioned bohemian characters. She is a wanderer; even
www.ruthmaclennan.com if it is sometimes only her mind that wanders. Hers is an ‘engaged’
Part of the Material Conditions series: diffusion.org.uk/?cat=1043 practice, but with different priorities. She is attracted by different
magnets within the city, and dances to an irregular tempo, sings
a brighter timbre, and has an altogether other bodily experience
of the city. Picture a youngish woman, slightly weary, hair unkempt,
eyes alert, comfortable shoes, upper-body muscles flexed, well-
made with www.bookleteer.com from proboscis toned, legs worn out — used to walking the pavements, bending

down, squatting.

She walks at times determinedly, aiming for a short-term
destination — a street-side café, a small mangy park or square
with a gate, a bench with a bum sleeping on it, a shady piece

of grass in the heart of summer, or a covered pavilion in the

rainy winter. She notices a tree stump with names carved on it,

and a satisfying hole to put small objects into, an old bicycle
chain attached to a railing, the bike long since removed, and
there, hidden under a bush, a wet, slobbered-over bouncy ball.
A satisfactory place to stop:the dangers obvious, but easy to

http://bkltr.it/uHhYzE s
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and loving a child). I'm not concerned here with whether parents
look after a child exclusively, or has hired child-care, or sends

the child to a nursery.These are important factors, but they are
discussed elsewhere.What I'm interested in is the effect on the
artist of becoming and being a mother: the split it causes in the
artist’s sense of self that has to be addressed; and, the effects of
motherhood on seeing and touching the world around her. And
following on from this, the impact of the mother-child ‘unit’, or
‘continuum’ as it sometimes feels like, on the city through which
they move.

The powerful feeling of being a mother in the city, and the sense
of attachment to your child as dependent and transformative
presence, can best be understood by recalling the sensations
parents experience when they first take their newborn baby ‘out’.
The memory of those first moments outside fades, and one gets
used to being a parent and forgets the radical transformation

it has wrought upon you, forever. | shall describe my feelings on
taking my son outdoors for the first time. I'd been indoors for
four days since the birth and had had no desire to leave the
cocoon of my home — a warm and familiar, safe, dry, place where
| could lie down at anytime and only see close family. But finally

it got stuffy, and | felt ready to face the world. | wanted to test
the anonymity of the street, to show my baby the world, and

the world my baby.We dressed and tucked up our tiny, new,
unfamiliar, strange creature who had just arrived, announced but
still unexpected, whose recently chosen name didn't quite fit vet,
who seemed to belong nowhere except attached to me, lying on
or by me.
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fit the cliché of the artist-bohemian, either working all night

in a draughty studio, or being the (wo)man about town, who
can network spontaneously and stay out all night drinking with
curators, critics, gallerists, collectors.

The mother's experience of the city changes over time, as
children grow and their world expands. But the initial shock of
walking through the city as a parent with a baby is the most
fundamental change and announces the changes to come:

the constantly shifting parameters, new dangers, passions,
responsibilities, interests, networks, physical and emotional
capabilities, and ageing.

How you move in the city is just one experience transformed by
being a parent. As the children grow up, you struggle with new
emotions or old fearsome ones exploding out of the past — of
love, anger, frustration, hope, fear; and joy. It makes the question
of whether art and life can or should be kept separate most
acute. They aren't separate. It is the same person after all who is
in the front line of the struggle — with ideas, with herself, making
art; making ends meet, making sense and making a place for all
this.

Some artists will of course continue to have children whatever
the pressures, and unacknowledged stigma. But why not start a
conversation about parenthood and children and art, that isn't
just about keeping the kids occupied in the museum?
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That is not to say that one retains this heightened feeling forever,
just that once the transformation has occurred it can't be
undone.You don't go back to your previous self, and even if you
are walking on your own through the city later on, the insights
and perceptions that you have gained from that transformation
remain with you, and probably affect your attitudes to your art
practice, and what you do with it.

I'd like to reflect on some of the transformations that
motherhood brings in terms one’s engagement with urban public
space, to speculate on the often-untapped potential of such
non-conformist, non-consumerist attitudes, and their creative
potential.

The most obvious change to your walks in the city is to your
body.You can no longer swing your arms, or hold an umbrella,
or even stand up straight. When you are carrying a baby in a
sling or pushing a buggy with a baby and then holding a toddler's
hand, you cannot help but empathize with the child’s view of the
surroundings — if only to prevent accidents.You notice the cracks
on the pavement, the excited dog approaching, the empty beer
can, or the moon in the daytime. You sometimes talk incessantly
about nothing at all to keep your child or yourself amused,
providing a running commentary on the birds and the buses,

or whatever tiny things are happening as you pass through the
world.

When the child is able to move around, particularly when they
can walk, they drift into, or ride roughshod over strangers’ lives



