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Introduction
In its various states, across diverse entities and even onto lo gies,
water emerges as a funda mental element of fictional narrative. Both a
site of conquest and exploit a tion, while also func tioning as an
aesthetic object found a tional to Western culture, water appears to
be  the locus of count less fantasies. It is precisely this renewed
interest in water as a repres ent a tional and narrative force that will be
addressed in this paper. What Eliza beth DeLoughrey refers to as the
“oceanic turn 1” focuses on water in all its forms – both material and
discursive  – to explore the stakes of this essen tial element in the
context of the envir on mental crisis. The simul tan eous progressive
and rapid degrad a tion of ecosys tems, along with the geopol it ical,
social, and soci etal consequences of managing access to water, has
given rise to new narrat ives and new imagin aries. In the manner of
ecocriti cism –  which invites us to consider both human and non- 
human entities that make up the envir on ment, as well as their
narrative construc tion – blue human ities engage with water as both a
living matter and a narrative entity:

1
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The sea is always compounded of textu ality and mater i ality; it is both
factual and meta phor ical […] the sea was and still is always/already
storied as it can be inter est ingly expressive and creative, partaking in
the collective poetry of life 2.

In this quota tion, Opper mann conflates textu ality and mater i ality,
thereby high lighting the import ance of writing about water in the
context of the envir on mental crisis. Indeed, she insists on what she
calls “storied water”, as a way to grant narrative agency to watery
creatures in order to make them percept ible. The pres ence of water
in narrat ives is not a new occur rence as water has taken centre stage
in many works of fiction, from  Homer’s Odyssey to travel liter ature
and contem porary narrat ives. However, the way water is storied is
currently shifting, from writing water as a myster ious substance that
should be exploited to emphas ising the import ance of this element as
a living and agentic force.

2

According to Amer ican historian John  Gillis 3, the blue human ities
consti tute a belated recog ni tion of the inter re la tions between
Western culture and aquatic spaces. Indeed, the aquatic element
bears a strong meta phor ical and symbolic dimen sion, as a dangerous
space yet also one that is manage able and exploit able. The oceanic
turn thus aims to decon struct the binary vision of the ocean so
prevalent in conquest narrat ives, both cultural and literary: defined
as “the sublime that is simul tan eously ‘mystery’ as well as a site
for  conquest 4”. The blue human ities main tain a close rela tion ship
with liter ature, since their aim is to fore ground, analyse, and create
new narratives:

3

The blue human ities have persist ently encour aged new stories that
would immerse us in spec u lative atten tion to aquatic life to cultivate
better imagin ative rela tions to the seas and to revise our ways of
thinking and acting in the face of the devast ating changes occur ring
in salt waters 5.

Accord ingly, this paper seeks to further explore the narrative poten‐ 
tial of envir on mental crisis causes and effects through the meta phors
of fluidity that permeate water- related fictions.  In Water  Stories,
Angelo Monaco explains:

4
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The “blue turn” asks us to consider the textu al isa tion of the waters –
 the submerged histories, aesthetics and onto lo gies of waters – along
with the altered temporal and spatial scales, geographies and
agen cies of the nonhuman, and to imagine new ways of connecting
the human and the nonhuman. The blue human ities then inter rogate
what we think we know about water, chal len ging our assump tions
about the planet and ourselves 6.

This concep tion of the blue human ities will guide this paper.
Specific ally, I aim to examine how contem porary fiction engages with
the water- related issues of our time by narra tiv izing the threats to
marine and oceanic ecosys tems while revital izing meta phors of
fluidity. Addi tion ally, I intend to demon strate how narrative can
abolish the distinc tions between human and non- human and invite
us to consider the vibrant materiality 7 of water as a tool for exploring
our beha viours and respons ib il ities in the face of the envir on mental
crisis. Water fictions enact a form of blue ecopo etics that, in my view,
substan ti ates the features high lighted by Monaco: devel oping an
onto logy and aesthetics of water writing, repres enting threats to
water at various scales, and narrating non- human agen cies that must
be acknow ledged. Further more, narrat ives that fall within this blue
ecopo etic frame work attribute narrative agency to water itself.

5

These latter char ac ter istics can be found in The Elec tric Michelangelo,
Sarah Hall’s second novel published in 2004. The novel, built as  a
bildungsroman, follows the journey of Cyril Parks from More cambe
Bay to Coney Island in the thirties. This journey from the western
shore of England to the United States allows Cyril to hone his craft as
a tattoo artist. While water is omni present in the two loca tions,
fluidity is omni present in the plot itself. Cyril develops his trade as a
tattoo artist, starting in More cambe with an appren tice ship with
Riley, and continues in Coney Island in the freak show crowd where
he meets Grace and other performers. Water and meta phors of
fluidity are omni present, from the ocean that fluc tu ates on the
shores of More cambe and Coney Island, to the various watery
creatures that popu late the novel, specific ally the mermaids that
occupy the fantasies of the mariners and are replic ated on their
tattooed skins. While Hall has always been inter ested in the land‐ 
scapes of the Lake District and the omni pres ence of water in the

6
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English pastoral, The Elec tric Michelangelo focuses on the ocean and
the various ways in which water inhabits both our imagin aries and
the human body. Indeed, as Cyril’s journey takes him on both west
and east coasts of the Atlantic Ocean, the focus on tattooing allows
Hall to represent leaking and seeping bodies of water.

I argue that in The Elec tric Michelangelo, Sarah Hall prac tices a form
of what Chen, McLeod and Neimanis call “thinking with water” rather
than only thinking about water. Even more so, the novel depicts a
form of rela tional thinking based on notions such as fluidity, viscosity
and porosity. As such, Hall develops a watery imaginary thereby
crafting a blue ecopo etic tale that redefines the mater i ality (or imma‐ 
ter i ality) of water and watery entities. Indeed, water develops into a
shared substance in the novel, and there fore enter tains Astrida
Neimanis’ idea of hydro com mon ality. This paper is divided in three
parts, in which I will tackle the polluted waters that run on the shores
of More cambe and Coney Island as a repres ent a tion of the wasteo‐ 
cene. Secondly, I will delve into water as a common substance
through an analysis of hybrid and watery bodies. Finally, I will explore
hydro fem inism through the figure of the mermaid.

7

Polluted Waters and Patho lo ‐
gical Bodies
The Elec tric Michelangelo portrays water both as a symbolic force and
the recip ient of human waste, as the subject of folk lore and a mater i‐ 
ally embedded agent affected by waste. Water takes centre stage of
various tales. The watery quick sand could swallow a child whole for
example, or storms seem to breed chil dren from the sea. Although
folk lore portrays water as a powerful agent, it is overall depicted as a
vulner able pres ence. Rather than remaining a powerful force of
nature, water is seen to be vulner able to human action, the recip ient
of pollu tion. In More cambe, though the place is inhab ited by
consumptives and people looking to recover from various types of
ailments, the shores are far from peaceful. The omni scient narrator
insists on the strong link between the resid ents and the increasing
numbers of tour ists and the polluted waters that ebb and flow on
the shores:

8



Hydrocommonality, Tattoos and Mermaids: The Blue Ecopoetics of Sarah Hall’s The Electric
Michelangelo

At high tide it filled with muddy water, jelly fish, seaweed and equally
unwel come human detritus and pollu tion – More cambe, as a thriving
though modest resort, had, in truth, neither the capa city nor the
economy to deal with the excessive summer waste. The masses were
frequently reac quainted with their bodily expul sions as they swam or
strolled along the beach 8.

The passage insists on the pollu tion of water but also on the inter‐ 
con nec tions between the envir on ment and human beings whereby
waste is to be found in water, before being rein cor por ated. As such,
the novel evokes the impossib ility to truly get rid of waste as long as
it ends up in world waters and other ecosys tems. The sand is even
described as a “waste land” as it is filled with human waste. Simil arly,
the shores of Coney Island, where Cyril travels next, are even worse,
and are described as More cambe gone putrid, reflecting the carni‐ 
valesque dimen sion of the island. The two loca tions of the novel hold
very different socioeco nomic real ities. The waters of More cambe
reflect the patho lo gies of workers whereas Coney Island is described
as a derelict amuse ment park. As such, these two places give way to
two different types of watery embod i ments: tattooing and patho logy.
The consumptives’ bodies continu ously cough up wet matter, so
much so that their bodies appear to be liquid, and unable to contain
matter. Cyril is tasked with emptying basins, leading to grot esque
descrip tions depicting leaking and seeping bodies, fore grounding the
idea that the body is porous:

9

Blood and bleach swill had made patterns in the bowl as he carried it
out to the wash room where he was to rinse the container in the big
Burbridge sink. There, in distressed shades of red, was a man on a
boat far out to sea, far out for the waves were tall, and he waving 9.

In this passage, bodily fluids turn into shapes that are remin is cent of
the sea, under lining the fact that both bodies and the sea are made of
the same matter. Addi tion ally, the organic painting that is forming
never sets, so that the image remains fluid and ever- changing,
turning ficti tious bodies into watery bodies. The consumptives’
leaking and seeping bodies make Hall’s interest in various types of
embod i ments evident, and show cases bodies as open- ended systems

10
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mainly comprised of fluids. One step further, Hall makes evident the
concept of viscosity, as described by Nancy Tuana:

There is a viscous porosity of flesh – my flesh and the flesh of the
world. This porosity is a hinge through which we are of and in the
world. I refer to it as viscous, for there are membranes that effect
these inter ac tions. These membranes are of various types- skin and
flesh, prejudge ments and symbolic imagin aries, habits and
embod i ments. They serve as the medi ators of interactions 10.

Viscosity there fore refers to the watery embod i ment of humanity,
described in the novel through multiple refer ences to patho logy and
tattooing. While the consumptives cough up wet matter, tattooing
scars the membrane of the skin, simul tan eously extracting liquid
while injecting ink, pouring meaning and symbols into a viscous and
porous membrane.

11

Hall’s various descrip tions of waste are remin is cent of Marco
Armiero’s concept of the “wasteo cene”. According to him, “waste can
be considered the essence of the Anthro po cene, embodying humans’
ability to affect the envir on ment to the point of trans forming it into a
gigantic dump”. One step further, the wasteo cene is more so about
the rela tion ships under lying the produc tion and discarding of waste
rather than material waste:

12

Waste is not a thing to be placed some where but a set of wasting
rela tion ships produ cing wasted human and nonhuman beings, then
wasted places, and wasted stories, the prox imity, or over lap ping, of a
given community and a contam in ating facility is more than a matter
of miles and ZIP codes. Waste as a rela tion (wasting) produces the
targeted community rather than solely selecting it as the ideal place
for an unwanted facility 11.

While the “super agency” of plastic is hinted at in this passage,
Armiero focuses on the under lying meaning of the act of wasting.
Waste reveals how we think of a place, a group of people or a loca‐ 
tion. The wasteo cene then refers to the thought process behind
discarding.  In The Elec tric  Michelangelo, water is a wasted place,
inhab ited by a wasted community. Indeed, the novel emphas ises

13
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liquid bodily waste as a result of toxicity and the inac tion of the
govern ment to protect workers:

The whole dirty, grey- shingled beach was now bare, except for one
or two souls out for a stroll, and one or two hardy sunbathers, in
their two- shilling-hire deck- chairs, determ ined to make the most of
their annual holiday week away from the mills, the mines and the
foundries of the north. A week to remove all the coal and metal dust
and chaff and smoke from their lungs and to be a consol a tion for
their perpetual poor health, the chest diseases they would even tu ally
inherit and often die from, the shoddy eyesight, swollen arth ritic
fingers, aller gies, calluses, deaf ness, all the squalid cousins of
their trade 12.

This excerpt displays an accu mu la tion of diseases contracted by
workers as a consequence of their trade. The beach and the water
that ebbs and flows on its shores seems imbued with bodily waste, so
much so that there is a correl a tion between the accu mu la tion of
waste inside the workers’ bodies and the dirty water, mater i al ised
through what Braidotti names “the rela tional capa city of human and
non- human bodies”. Bodies waste and as a result, water becomes a
wasted place. Using Armiero’s terms, pollu tion and toxicity are the
result of social inequality, and the creation of wasted communities.
Addi tion ally, this theory suggests that water is a common substance
shared among species.

14

Hall’s blue ecopo etics explores the narra tiv iz a tion of waste as a
super- agent of the world water and reveals the various inter con nec‐ 
tions and entan gle ments that consti tute the envir on ment. One step
further, Hall depicts human beings as bodies of water.

15

Watery Humanity
In The Elec tric Michelangelo, bodies are shown to be liquid, viscous
and there fore share a common substance with the ocean. The
common ality of water is encap su lated in Neimanis’ concept of hydro‐ 
com mons according to which she explains that:

16

Bodies of water undo the idea that bodies are neces sarily or only
human. The bodies from which we siphon and into which we pour
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ourselves are certainly other human bodies, but they are just as likely
a sea, a cistern, an under ground reser voir of once- was-rain. Our
watery rela tions within a more- than-human hydro com mons thus
present a chal lenge to anthro po centrism, and the priv ileging of the
human as the sole or primary site of embodiment 13.

Hall’s emphasis on watery embod i ments can be read as a chal lenge to
anthro po centrism and an invit a tion to consider water as a living,
acting  entity. The Elec tric  Michelangelo show cases watery, porous
bodies, who are strongly embedded in the water that surrounds
them, and there fore exem pli fies the idea of hydro com mons. While
the oceanic turn in the human ities emphas ises the idea of storied
water, Hall writes human fluids: “what if blood could tell you stories?
What if there was some thing worth while […] beyond the grit and
gristle and ghastly caval cade of the flawed and festering
human anatomy? 14” The various allit er a tions that pepper this extract
allow the narrator to render the liquid nature of the human body.
Bodily fluids are storied through the act of tattooing:

17

There were instances when Cy’s needle unwit tingly delved down into
a soul and struck upon meaning, then confid en tial matter came up,
unstem mable as arterial blood or gushing oil, and customers
confessed the reason behind the art. He caught their stories in a
bucket in the shop or booth and mixed it with ink and used the
serum to paint trans la tions of the very stories the tellers were
haem or rhaging on to them 15.

The narrator describes the act of tattooing as that of imparting blood
with stories, and locating the fluidity of human bodies. However,
tattooing allows Cyril and Riley to extract stories through liquid
matter and imparts the narrative with a form of abjec tion. As  such,
The Elec tric Michelangelo iden ti fies two types of bodily fluidity. Blood
stands for the abject fluidity of the human body while water is
connected to another form of fluidity. Indeed, tattooing is described
in amni otic terms, when Riley compares himself to a midwife whose
needle allows for another form of being to emerge:

18

I’m a fucking midwife, boy, that’s what I do, spread their fucking legs
open and I catch their little babies and all their shit and blood from
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pushing and they never even bloody know it … hahaha … they never
know they’re birthing them selves, a fucking midwife I am. I am 16.

In this quote, blood as a fluid is being defiled and becomes an insult
(‘bloody’), while being the result of a meta phor ical delivery (‘all their
shit and blood’). Water as the recip ient of an amni otic rela tion ship is
present from the opening of the novel. The novel opens with water as
a storied entity through refer ences to myth o logy and narrat ives,
notably that of the storm. In a folk loric passage in which the
heterodie getic narrator explains that a storm hits More cambe once a
year, the storm is person i fied as a monster and leaves wrecked boats
to wash ashore. The pres ence of the boats on the prom enade serves
as a reminder of the danger of water, an emblem of its destructive
powers while imparting it with strong symbolism. Cyril’s father was
once on one of these ships, working as a fish erman before the storm
killed him. Reeda Parks, Cyril’s mother, recounts this event by high‐ 
lighting what Krause and Strang call the duality of water: “where the
flow of water is reli able, clean and plen tiful, it fosters growth; where
the flow is too much, too little, or too dirty, it wreaks  havoc. 17”
Indeed, as Reeda tells the story, she implies that Cyril’s birth is the
result of the storm itself:

19

He gave his first scream while the last of the south- westerly gale
blew out, having taken the sea walls, the new jetty, most of the west
end prom enade and eleven fish ermen of the town with it. Reeda said
after wards that the trouble some weather front had brought only one
thing worth having, her son, even if it had also taken a husband 18.

Cyril’s first cry and the damage from the storm seem ingly happened
simul tan eously. Addi tion ally, Reeda’s reported speech estab lishes a
causal connec tion between the weather and the birth, thereby alloc‐ 
ating amni otic prop er ties to the  storm 19. Neimanis theor ises amni‐ 
otics as a way to acknow ledge the watery nature of both human and
non- human bodies, and estab lishes water a common origin:

20

As bodies of water, our being is facil it ated by a watery envir on ment,
but as bodies of water we neces sarily incor porate that gest a tional
element within us. We are thus a repe ti tion of the water that
gest ates us, but a repe ti tion that also differ en ti ates a body from its
gest a tional habitat. In an amni otic rela tion, the membrane that
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separ ates the gest a tional body from the prolif er ating body of
repe ti tion and differ ence is not a divisive barrier, but rather an
interval of passage. […] We are created in water, we gestate in water,
we are born into an atmo sphere of diffuse water, we drink water, we
harbour it, it sustains and protects us, it leaves us – we are always, to
some extent, in it. […] The watery condi tion of being liter ally flows
into, out of and from beings them selves in a multi pli citous
hydro lo gical cycle of becoming – evol u tions of gest a tion, repe ti tion,
differ en ti ation and interpermeation 20.

As such, humanity is described in watery terms, as both made of
water, produ cing water, seeping and leaking. The connec tion estab‐ 
lished between tattooing and giving birth allows for a literal depic tion
of Neimanis’ amni otic philosophy.

21

The Elec tric  Michelangelo is a powerful example of how the wet
matter of humanity can be storied. I argue that this emphasis on the
watery nature of human subjects allows Hall to cross an onto lo gical
boundary in order to focus on non- human creatures, specific ally that
of the mermaid as a vector of hydrofeminism.

22

Watery Non- humans:
the Mermaid
Indeed, hydro com mon ality is first and fore most a way to fore ground
de- anthropocentrism by nego ti ating the inter being of bodies of water
on this planet. As such, the novel displays a fiction al isa tion of Astrida
Neimanis’ concept of “bodies of water”, according to which humans
and non- humans share a mode of being. She goes one step further by
defining “a common way of being expressed across a differ ence of
beings” through the word “onto- logic”:

23

The onto- logic of amni otics does not suggest that all bodies of water
are the same in terms of their being, but rather that bodies of water
share a way of being because they are bodies of water. The amnion
mater i al izes a mode of rela tional being that is certainly
transcor poreal – trans iting across and between bodies – but a kind
of transit that also nurtures and facil it ates other bodies, while also
differ en ti ating them 21.
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By shifting onto logy to onto- logic, Neimanis uses fluidity as a way to
advocate for a common substance for human and non- human bodies
without resorting to univer salism. Neimanis’ hydro com mons and
bodies of water theories are most strik ingly show cased  in The Elec‐ 
tric Michelangelo through the repres ent a tion of hybrid creatures, half
human half aqueous. Such hybridity exem pli fies Haraway’s concept of
“making kin 22”:

24

My purpose is to make ‘kin’ mean some thing other/more than
entities tied by ancestry or gene a logy. [...] I think that the stretch and
recom pos i tion of kin are allowed by the fact [that] all earth lings are
kin in the deepest sense, and it is past time to prac tice better care of
kinds- as-assemblages (not species one at a time). Kin is an
assem bling sort of word. All crit ters share a common ‘flesh’, later ally,
semi ot ic ally, and genealogically 23.

Making kin is there fore a way to nego tiate non- human alterity and
implies assem bling various entities belonging to different onto lo gies.
In Hall’s novel, water is the conveyor of such new compos i tions. The
emblem of aquatic hybridity par excel lence is to be found in the
mermaid, who is a recur rent feature  of The Elec tric  Michelangelo.
Firstly, Cyril tattoos count less mermaids on mariners’ arms (“Get this
mermaid here, Eddie, she’s a  beauty 24”) as a sexu al ised repres ent a‐ 
tion of the female body. The mermaid features the hybridity between
human and aquatic creature, some thing Cyril ponders on:

25

Women and fish. It was a presump tuous and runic combin a tion. [...]
That asso ci ation had some thing instinctual to it, some thing primal,
buried in the psyche. There were at least three dozen subtly different
female fish icons in his booth – bare- breasted, bare bot tomed, arch- 
backed love lies, with curved hips and hair rippling like the waves
below them. They were [...] drawn riding scaled creatures like lovers,
joined with them, and grip ping the harness of a whisker or gill or a
reptilian tongue like a bridle on a horse as they rode. [...] They were
the women of the sea calling to sailors, they were finned beau ties,
slip ping from shells, aphro disiac as oysters. There were tradi tional
mermaids, green tailed and cheeky, females with the lower halves of
them become aquatic, human legs joined and sealed by scale, by soft,
femoral meat- muscle. [...] That was all the mermaid symbol was. The
sex of her. A reduc tion of image to the essence of what made a
woman different. Then there were fish with women’s faces, women
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shrunk into their own symbolic parts. [...] Men had wed the two
aspects together, and made them aesthetic. It was worship of the
liquid territory between their legs 25.

This descrip tion displays the symbolic, aesthetic dimen sion of the
mermaid. Firstly, the creatures’ hybridity is show cased through
recur rent analo gies asso ci ating the female body to aqueous
creatures. Such hybridity is rendered linguist ic ally through
compound adject ives, so that linguistic hybridity features the onto lo‐ 
gical duality of the entities. This can also be found when Cyril talks
about “She- Fish”. Addi tion ally, the mermaid is described as a combin‐ 
a tion of woman and fish, skin and scales, riding creatures that are just
as hybrid. Then, the descrip tion insists on the icon o graphy of the
siren, and liquidity in general, as a symbol of sexu al ised femin inity.
The mermaid then appears to be the aesthetic mater i al isa tion of the
male gaze and fantasies while embodying anim ality and trans gres‐ 
sion. In her essay entitled “The Mermaid as a Post modern Muse”,
Lotti Mealing analyses the myth o lo gical origins of the mermaid:

26

Her anim ality repres ents the threat of differ ence, but, according to
hetero norm ative logic, her attractive femin inity signi fies the
desirab ility of the female body. In many cases, mermaid tattoos are
so highly sexu al ized that it seems scarcely possible to consider them
as anything other than a male fantasy 26.

The corporeal ambi guity of the mermaid symbol ises the threat
under lying the desire she kindles while mater i al ising a literal repres‐ 
ent a tion of the male gaze. The mermaid comes back in the form of
Grace, a woman who asks Cyril for eye tattoos all over her body. As a
freak show performer, she requests these eyes to reflect the spec‐
tator’s gaze. In a dream, Cyril sees Grace as a mermaid:

27

They were at the water’s edge. [...] Grace had on a dress made of
pieces of old thrift ribbon and mélange clothing. Her hair was
unbound. From her came a quiet, elegiac song he had never heard
before. [...] Looking down at her he could see the swell of one of her
breasts revealed 27.

The mention of the song is remin is cent of the sirens’ song in  the
Odyssey, while the sexu al isa tion of Grace’s body and outfit buttresses

28
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the analogy. Besides, it can be argued that Grace is the mater i al isa‐ 
tion of hydro fem inism as the eyes that adorn her body can be
described as scales.

The hybrid isa tion in The Elec tric Michelangelo points to the falla cious
aesthet i cisa tion of the female body, as Grace’s body performs
precisely the opposite of what the mermaid’s body is set out to do.
Christine Braun berger explains in her study that the tattooed female
body chal lenges the gaze:

29

They look at their audi ence with a tacit demand that it recog nizes
itself as their other: pale, quotidian, bland, normal. In the world of
the freak show, a chal len ging gaze may have reduced the bravery of
heck lers, but more import antly such looks doubled the prob able
chal lenge exper i enced by audi ence members 28.

Grace’s tattooed body embodies this visual chal lenge: “by symbol ic‐ 
ally over laying her body with scales, Grace seems to become all- 
monster, without the divi sion between woman and fish in the tradi‐ 
tional mermaid’s  body. 29” This chal lenge of the gaze disturbs one
man who proceeds to throw acid on Grace’s body. Her symbolic
meta morph osis into a mermaid thwarts the male gaze by making her
body monstrous. What is left of Grace after this attack is “the
struggle to keep her body a consistent element”, an unde cided
compound, not quite solid, not quite liquid. The asso ci ation of Grace
with a mermaid rein forces her will to reclaim the gaze that objec ti fies
her. This is an eco- and hydro fem inist gesture according to which the
fluid asso ci ation of human and non- human allows to make the weight
on anthro po centric and miso gyn istic gaze evident. One step further,
such asso ci ation consti tutes a redefin i tion of gender rela tions and
imper i al istic gaze that is at the root of envir on mental and social
damage. Donna Haraway describes the weight of gaze:

30

The eyes have been used to signify a perverse capa city – honed to
perfec tion in the history of science tied to milit arism, capit alism,
colo ni alism, and male supremacy – to distance the knowing subject
from every body and everything in the interests of
unfettered power 30.
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The novel embodies Opper mann’s idea that water and watery entities
have to become narrative agen cies, as the mermaid is omni present
and forms a storied rela tion ship with human subjects. Serpil Opper‐ 
mann emphas izes the narrative dimen sion of water and its compon‐ 
ents, under lining the neces sity of making nonhuman entities both
visible and audible. According to her, the oceanic turn, along with
water fictions, must attribute narrative agency to water in order to
render it visible and integ rated into contem porary debates:

31

The ocean is a storied subject with narrative traject ories created by
its innu mer able denizens. Even if some are quite alien to the human
observer, they can express them selves with sounds, colors, gestures,
and, for example, biolu min es cence, thus engen dering what I call a
“hydro ma terial story” (2019, 460). Literary texts that replenish hydro- 
material stories can be seen as narrative explor a tions of how the
storied seas can make the aquatic voices familiar to our cogni tion,
revealing their signi fying nature 31.

In this view, water is to be considered a narrative entity, so that
aquatic spaces become agents in storytelling rather than mere sites
to be conquered. In this sense, the oceanic turn within the human‐ 
ities also aims to decon struct the imperial and onto lo gical hier archies
histor ic ally embedded in discourses about water. However, Opper‐ 
mann raises a crit ical ques tion about the nature of narrative itself:
how can one deploy the signi fying power of water, for instance
through meta phor, without eclipsing its materiality?

32

Meta phoric or figural repres ent a tions are indis pens able in
config uring social imagin aries and cultural mean ings of water scapes
and expressing and embed ding water’s onto lo gical fluidity, mobility,
and dynamism in cultural contexts [...] [;] discourse should not be
equated with signi fying systems outside of material realities 32.

Such theor iz a tion recalls what Karen Barad refers to as “material- 
discursive prac tices”, which link discourse and material  reality. The
Elec tric  Michelangelo gives voice to nonhuman beings and aquatic
ecosys tems, and in doing so, estab lishes a form of blue ecopo etics
that chal lenges the frame works of contem porary narrative.

33
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Narrating a nonhuman voice reflects what Chen, McLeod, and
Neimanis call “thinking with water”, that is, “rela tional thinking, as
theories based on notions of fluidity, viscosity, and porosity reveal
and recog nizing seas, rivers, lakes, and all water bodies as living
beings with innate rights 33”. Further more, the novel also echoes what
Jalondra Davis defines as “merfolk”, a hybrid iz a tion between human
and aquatic creature:

34

Crossing merfolk narrat ives enhance the mermaid figure’s poten tial
to disrupt the hier arch ical and ecolo gic ally disastrous category of
the human. By anchoring mermaid lore within the transat lantic slave
trade as it launches modernity and global racial capit alism, crossing
merfolk narrat ives inter rupt the human. In doing so, these narrat ives
reveal the imbric a tion of white suprem acist and envir on mental
viol ence and embody altern ative forms of being 34.

Although it remains anthro po centric, attrib uting a voice to an amphi‐ 
bious creature intro duces a form of narrative decent ring, allowing an
altern ative vision of ecosys tems and the many threats they face. The
symbolic decon struc tion of the mermaid and her rein ter pret a tion as
a trans gressive figure imbue this water- based fiction with a blue
ecopo etic frame work that accom mod ates altern ative ontologies:

35

Water shed pollu tion, a theory of embod i ment, amni otic becom ings,
disaster, envir on mental colo ni alism, how to write, global capital,
nutri tion, philo sophy, birth, rain, animal ethics, evol u tionary biology,
death, storytelling, bottled water, multina tional phar ma ceut ical
corpor a tions, drowning, poetry. These are all feminist ques tions, and
they are mostly inex tric able from one another. [...] Few things are
more plan etary and more intimate than our bodies of water. New
femin isms thus must also be transpe cies, and transcorporeal 35.

In the case of Grace’s assault, her symbolic meta morph osis into a
mermaid subverts the mascu line fantasy by intro du cing monstrosity:
“he saw her monstrous body, with its living orbs that watched him
back, that struck him impotent from that moment  on. 36” This
reversal, in which the mermaid reclaims control over the gaze that
objec ti fies her, consti tutes a powerful ecofem inist gesture. It is
through the fusion of the human and the nonhuman that this
narrative exposes the weight of an anthro po centric and miso gyn istic

36
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gaze. The female body thus becomes a contested site, subjected to
the gaze while simul tan eously returning it. Grace’s char acter enables
Sarah Hall to artic u late a strong ecofem inist parallel between
threatened land, feminism, and imperialism:

She had always said it would be about the body, hadn’t she, that the
battle ground had been chosen by others and a war would be fought
there, and won or lost? [...] Grace had been outnumbered by the men
of history, she had neither the polit ical strength nor the support of
her own people, but she had found a way to win her freedom, and for
a time she had celeb rated the iden tity of her body as her own
sover eign state. And now the land had been razed again, it was
desolate, death- soil. But her eyes, those dark, solemn, prolific eyes
still glimmered and said her mind had not lost that spirit of rebel lion
and never would. [...] She’d go to the gallows bloody and brutal ized
but unbroken if she had to 37.

Here, the female body becomes the locus of multiple struggles.
Grace’s defeat and the disap pear ance of her ocular body suit –  an
emblem atic ecofem inist adorn ment  – high light the persist ence of
destructive forces behind seem ingly unre lated cata strophes. The
emphasis on Grace’s eyes, both a weapon of refrac tion and a site of
bodily reclam a tion, under scores the need to continue this work of
narrative and polit ical deconstruction.

37

Conclusion
Sarah Hall’s The Elec tric Michelangelo is an ecopo etic tale that encap‐ 
su lates most of the stakes of blue fiction: the ethics of the produc tion
of waste as the result of othering, watery embod i ment, and imparting
aquatic creatures with narrative agency. Sarah Hall’s blue ecopo etics
draws a prolific parallel between tattooing and the oceanic imaginary
thereby creating watery onto lo gies that defy estab lished categories.
In doing so, she creates fluid and hybrid onto lo gies of  becoming 38

and advoc ates an ethical ques tioning of what it means to exist as
bodies of water. As such, the novel partakes in the chal lenge of the
blue human ities of inscribing water and fluidity in the collective
imagin a tion in order to help us redefine our connec tion to water in
the various forms in which it exists.
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RÉSUMÉS

English
I argue that Sarah Hall develops a watery imaginary thereby crafting a blue
ecopo etic tale that redefines the (im-)mater i ality of water and
watery entities. The Elec tric Michelangelo partakes in the “oceanic turn” in
that it repres ents various “bodies of water” (Neimanis 2017, 17) endowed
with agency and vibrancy (Bennett 10). Even more so, water is show cased as
a common substance shared across a variety of human and non- human
entities, embodying what Neimanis calls “hydro com mons” (2017, 58). The
idea of a common ality of water is exem pli fied through the recur rence of
hybrid char ac ters, half- human-half watery creatures. Such hybridity exem‐ 
pli fies Haraway’s concept of “making kin” (Haraway 2), so much so that Hall
contrib utes to a recent brand of fiction that reflects on water as a level ling
agent allowing human beings to nego tiate non- human alterity. Addi tion ally,
I argue that Hall engages in what Neimanis calls “hydro fem inism” (Neimanis
2012, 96) as she uses fluidity and water to craft an ecofem inist rewriting of
the  Victorian freakshows through the figure of the mermaid, embodied
through the char acter of Grace, whose watery body becomes the battle field
of a reappraisal of the female body.Sarah Hall’s blue ecopo etics draws a
prolific parallel between tattooing and the oceanic imaginary thereby
creating watery onto lo gies that defy estab lished categories. In doing so, she
creates fluid and hybrid ways of becoming (Braidotti 91) and advoc ates an
ethical ques tioning of what it means to exist as bodies of water.

Français
Ce travail vise à démon trer que Sarah Hall déve loppe un imagi naire aqua‐ 
tique qui donne lieu à un récit écopoé tique, redé fi nis sant l’(im)maté ria lité
de l’eau ainsi que des entités  aqueuses. The Elec tric  Michelangelo s’inscrit
dans le cadre du «  tour nant océa nique  », en ce qu’il met en scène divers
« corps d’eau » (Neimanis 2017, 17) dotés d’agen ti vité et d’une vita lité propre
(Bennett  10). L’eau y est envi sagée comme une substance commune,
partagée entre une plura lité d’entités humaines et non humaines, incar nant
ainsi la notion d’« hydro com muns » déve loppée par Neimanis (2017, 58). À ce
titre, Hall parti cipe à un courant fictionnel contem po rain qui inter roge l’eau
comme agent égali sa teur, permet tant aux êtres humains d’entrer en rela tion
avec l’alté rité non humaine. En outre, j’avance l’hypo thèse que Hall engage
une démarche que Neimanis qualifie d’«  hydro fé mi niste  » (Neimanis 2012,
96), mobi li sant la flui dité et la symbo lique de l’eau pour opérer une réécri‐ 
ture écofé mi niste des freak shows victo riens à travers la figure de la sirène,
incarnée par le person nage de Grace. Ce corps féminin aqueux devient alors
le lieu d’un affron te ment symbo lique autour de la repré sen ta tion et de la
réap pro pria tion du corps féminin. L’écopoé tique bleue de Sarah Hall établit
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ainsi un paral lèle fécond entre l’art du tatouage et l’imagi naire océa nique,
engen drant des onto lo gies aqua tiques qui remettent en ques tion les caté‐ 
go ries onto lo giques tradi tion nelles. En cela, elle propose des formes de
devenir fluides et hybrides (Brai dotti  91) et ouvre un espace de réflexion
éthique sur ce que signifie exister en tant que corps d’eau.
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