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 The ‘immediate heft of bodily and civic catastrophe’ presides over Mike McCormack’s 

2016 novel, Solar Bones.1 The outbreak of cryptosporidium at the centre of the text is at once 

a health, environmental and engineering crisis, which is in turn metaphorically linked to a 

contamination of the local and national body politic. Throughout, McCormack examines the 

engineering and collapse of societal foundations, but also the ways in which crisis is 

experienced and embodied. In this talk, I want to briefly situate Solar Bones within a 

conversation about the female reproductive body and its role as a stabiliser to a national life in 

crisis. 

 Marcus Conway narrates the novel and ponders global, national and local conflict. As 

a civic engineer, he is attuned to society’s underpinning structural principles. Social power is 

male in Solar Bones; the politicians and engineers running the country are men. However, 

women are presented as counterweights to chaos, and, when social order breaks down, the 

female body becomes a refractory site for social conflict. For instance, Marcus tells his wife 

Mairead about a tribe in Mongolia where one woman lives her life backwards ‘to keep the 

world balanced’.2 This chimes with Nira Yuval Davis’s research on nationalism and 

postcolonialism, and the ways in which women are used as symbols of national morality. In 

this context, women’s bodies become boundary markers of nation: ‘women, in their “proper” 

behaviour, their “proper” clothing embody the line which signifies the collectivity’s 

boundaries.’3  

 Mairead herself is described in these terms, alleging that she ‘felt capable of fucking 

the world into redemption’ and is described by Marcus as ‘one of those apparitions who 

materialise at times of crisis’.4 In line with Davis’s reading, Marcus tries to impose borders on 

Mairead’s body. Her pregnancy is compared to the ‘longitude and latitude which demark those 

national borders that are drawn up in the wake of long, complex negotiations.’5 Similarly, 

although Mairead gave birth to her, Marcus he sees Agnes’s ‘birth certificate’ as her point of 

entry into the world.  

 This convergence of politics, the state and the body culminates in the cryptosporidium 

outbreak, which highlights the failure of male-dominated politics and engineering. However, 

it also demonstrates how the female body is a refractory site for male failure. When she gets 
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sick, ‘engineering and politics converge’ on Mairead’s body which becomes ‘an extension of 

the political arena’.6 

 As well as being a counterbalance, the female body is a vehicle of profound disruptive 

potential in the novel. Agnes’s art exhibition, ‘The O Negative Diaries’, in which she writes 

local news headlines in her own blood, forces Marcus to recognise her sexedness, violating the 

idea of bodily borders and challenging his submission of the female body to engineering 

metaphors. As Mairead languishes, Agnes’s artistic use of the ‘body as a rhetorical field’ places 

her at the head of the movement protesting civic incompetence.  

 However, Agnes becomes enmeshed in a specifically sexed physical and metaphorical 

role. As a kind of ‘Jeanne d’Arc’, her body becomes a perverse sacrifice on behalf of the 

disintegrating body politic. As she stands on City Hall, Agnes’s nakedness isn’t disruptive, but 

rather consistent with narratives of female bodily vulnerability – or with what Diane 

Petherbridge calls female ‘corporeal openness to wounding and suffering’.7 ‘Raised on a plinth’ 

and called a ‘heraldic pillar’, Agnes remains doomed to represent and be represented.8 Failing 

to evade woman’s role as symbol of nation, she merely embodies the political machinations 

outside of her control.  

 So, some concluding thoughts. There are many converging moments in Solar Bones 

and contemporary Irish society. The concern about maternal borders, for instance, recalls the 

2004 Citizenship Referendum which denied children born in Ireland to non-Irish parents 

automatic citizenship. Also, maternal borders speaks to the 1983 Eighth Amendment which 

banned abortion. In turn, Agnes’s suffering, sacrificial body echoes the performance of bodily 

vulnerability demanded of women through abortion testimonials in the subsequent campaign 

to repeal it. Of course, it’s also appropriate to consider how the results of the current pandemic 

might be absorbed by women in both the long and short term. 
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