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A bronze cast of a baby’s sock sat inconspicuously on the steps leading up to 
Tracey Emin’s installation in the British pavilion of the 2007 Venice Biennale 
(f ig. 14). Pink and crumpled, it lay there all summer, as if fallen off an infant’s 
foot. If it caught a visitor’s eye, she might have imagined a curious mother cooing 
over her baby’s naked toes. Or perhaps she pictured a harried parent chasing 
after the kids while others took in the show. I can’t see this person, whoever she 
was, trying to pick the sock up. Those lucky enough to attend such festivals of 
ar t rarely have time enough to enjoy them. We move through summer exhibits 
hot, tired and cranky. On any given day, our eyes take in lots of things. If they 
stay with us at all, they remain in the back of the mind’s drawer. In museums 
and galleries and at ar t fairs and biennials, we look at ar t and think about lunch. 
We are not likely to stoop down to bother with a dir ty sock. We are looking 
for bigger things. Countless visitors must have stepped over Sock or passed 
it by without a thought. Myself, I visited the show three times, and I have an 
active interest in Emin’s work. But even I saw this tiny work for the f irst time 
only months later in a photograph accompanying a magazine ar ticle. If I had 
encountered it in Venice, I hadn’t bothered to remember it. 

Sock anticipates Emin’s project Baby Things (2008, f ig. 15), a series of little 
sculptures of baby items that she scattered around Folkestone, an unassuming 
British seaside town with an unusually high rate of teenage pregnancy. Their 
inconspicuous placement literalises the thing they represent. They are meant 
to be overlooked, ignored by some, discovered by others. A wry inversion of 
Duchamp’s objet trouvé, they appear as things peeled from a private life, lost in 
a public space. 

These discarded objects do not conjure up images of a child alone in the world, 
however, but a child’s world – what paediatrician and child psychiatrist D.W. 
Winnicott described as a ‘holding environment’ – a context of loving care,  
a psychic space created by the mother’s act of holding, bathing and feeding in 
which a child develops a sense of being looked after and of trust.1 In a later 

Lost and Found Jennifer Doyle

Fig. 14  Sock, 2006        
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phase of development, Winnicott asser ts, as the baby begins to realise that the 
mother is separate from her, this mother–child bond is replaced by a physical 
object that helps the infant make the transition to independence by acting as 
a defence against the loss and anxiety she feels. We commonly describe such 
‘transitional’ objects as security or comfor t blankets, although they can take 
many forms – among them, the items Emin chose as her baby things. They might 
be a teddy bear purchased at the checkout in Tesco and handed into a baby’s 
outstretched hands; or an irreplaceable mitten knit by an aunt or a grandmother; 
or a sock divorced from a twin that sits next to clean and folded laundry while it 
lies dropped and abandoned on the pavement. This is why these objects seem 
lonely. They do not look like they belong on the street. Some of them – the 
bear, for example – might be a baby’s favourite possession, its symbolic pacif ier 
and mother-substitute. They are cer tain to be missed. In other words, mittens, 
teddy bears, socks and tiny sweaters are not just children’s things. They are also 
a mother’s; the stuff that falls out of her purse and pockets. They imply a world 
of a baby and its mother; and in that world, mother isn’t per fect. She loses things 
all the time. 

As sweet and tender as Emin’s baby things are, and as much as they invoke the 
world of mother and child, they are also tied to the many works she has made 
on the subject of abor tion. Her preoccupation with childhood, babies and 
abor tion is not simply a matter of autobiography, in which the ar t manifests the 
ar tist’s thoughts about what (or who) might have been. The binding of stories of 
motherhood, pregnancy, childhood and abor tion is far more complicated than 
some tale of the imagined children she might have had. 

Emin manages to hold a pose nearly impossible in representations of the 
reproductive body. Her work hovers over the line of reproductive possibility 
and reproductive refusal. The f irst time I was pregnant I star ted to crochet the 
baby a shawl (1998–2004, p. 152) is simple in its form but complicated in its 
meaning. A crochet needle with a f lexible extension (for holding a large number 
of stitches) is wedged into a spool of yarn, its nylon tube arcs into its centre 
(eerily reproducing the look of an intravenous tube). It is an unf inished project 
– the sor t of thing we have tucked in our closets, and which give us a twinge of 
guilt for never having f inished, or for never having made the concrete decision 
to unravel it or throw it away. The object stands in for interrupted pregnancy, 
clearly, but the accompanying text takes this problem deeper. It was star ted, the 
ar tist writes, before she knew she was pregnant: the work suggests the impulse 
to ‘make’ as an echo of the state of pregnancy itself. That speculation is laced 
with self-loathing, a decision not to ‘make’ slides into a deep sense of failure, and 
is then revised; ‘Looking back, I feel this strange thing/represents more than … 

Fig. 15  Bear, 2010      

It reprecents the/futile, fucked energy of misguided guilt /Something which I do 
not feel anymore.’ It represents someone else.

Revision itself is embedded in Emin’s representation of pregnancy and abor tion. 
Feeling Pregnant from 2000 presents the pregnant body as a kind of hope chest, 
bundling together the ar tefacts of a future child and its imaginary childhood. 
‘Feeling pregnant’, as a state of embodiment described by Emin’s work, is not 
the same thing as being pregnant: it is a state of uncer tainty, in which one’s 
body feels like it has a mind of its own. ‘I feel different. Not my usual self ’, she 
writes in Feeling Pregnant II (1999–2002, p. 148), a panel of handwritten notes 
describing where your mind goes when your period is a couple of days late. The 
text meanders from a mental list preparing for an abor tion – ‘C £350 and Good 
Clinic’ – to a hallucinatory vision: ‘And I’m dreaming – Something beautiful and 
tiny – peaceful – wrapped up in a pink shrimp cloth – curled up. A small dead 
Ball.’ This ‘shrimp’ becomes a small ‘she’ who curls up next to her and whom she 
calls her ‘ tiny’, her ‘mushroom’ and her ‘little damp seal’. But she is not pregnant; 
it is just a thought, the projection of ‘a 36 year old/woman with a Fucking/Good 
Imagination’. Undercutting this, however, are f ive pairs of baby shoes, stored 
neatly on white shelves alongside this story as material incarnations of the 
thought. 

Again and again, the ar tist f inds herself caught up in a poetics of interruption. 
This means not that she thinks she is pregnant and imagines a future with a 
child, then decides against it, only to live with regret. It is rather that she feels 
pregnancy as a state of possibility – as a body and a story that shadow her 
existence. They occasionally hijack her body and mind, propelling her into an 
alternative affective world, from which she is then expelled. And so A Week 
from Hell (1995, p. 140) records a series of embodied states: being hungover, 
being maybe-pregnant, having an excruciating toothache, needing an IUD, 
receiving a scary medical diagnosis, and then getting over it: ‘Can’t believe it  
was only a week ago – I went out and had a good time.’ 

This cycle of interruption, recovery, forgetting, not-relating to the self, not-
knowing the self is very different from traditional representations of ar tistic 
creation unfolding in the wake of intense emotion, in which disorientating 
experiences are mastered through the ar tist’s recollection. These works are not 
produced at a calm, rational distance, but rather from a body that has just been 
through something traumatic, from a body in a nearly constant state of revolt. 
These states of ref lection do not signal distance so much as mark a pause.
Emin’s diverse work concerned with the scene of reproduction and its refusal 
suggests a relationship between stories of abor tion, children and mothering. 
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These topics are normally imagined as incompatible, because abor tion is 
simplif ied into a story about not wanting children, and also because (especially 
in ar t) children are assumed to be struggling to separate themselves from their 
mothers. Being and having a mother is understood to be a drag – quite literally. 
Being too close to one’s mother or, for the female ar tist, becoming a mother 
is seen as holding one back, as an obstacle to realising one’s own ambition. 
Of course, for a woman, never becoming a mother puts you at odds with all 
narratives about adulthood – for, without a child of your own, you never become 
more than your mother’s daughter. 

The story of mothers and daughters is invariably one of reproduction, in which 
the trajectory of the plot moves the latter to become the former. It is less 
rarely acknowledged how much abor tion f igures into the stories that mothers 
tell their daughters, in which mothering paradoxically presents itself as a 
refusal of reproduction.  Par t of the feminist consciousness my own mother 
gave to me, for example, includes the following acknowledgement: until access 
to abor tion was liberalised in the 1970s, the state required you to see your 
pregnancy through to bir th. I was born in 1967. I do not mean to say that I ever 
thought that I wasn’t ‘wanted’, but that even as a child I had a sense that the 
whole question of ‘wanting’ in relation to children was complicated. Maybe it 
is a class thing, but I grew up in New Jersey with old family stories about illegal 
abor tions, illicit pregnancies and rumours of orphaned ‘bastards’ being shipped 
to Australia. One relative of mine who was brought up as the youngest daughter 
in her large Catholic household was likely the child of the woman she believed 
to be her oldest sister. We know no more than this, because that young girl (my 
grandmother) was cast out of the house as a teenager and cut off all ties with 
her parents and siblings. Whole branches of my family tree were thus lopped 
off by promiscuity, familial exile and emigration (all of which are, of course, 
related to each other). That hardly makes my family unusual. The conversations 
that I had with my mother about ancestors, children and childbir th gave me 
neither a sense of tradition nor a family history. Quite the opposite: these stories 
were about loosening ties to the past. They were always about how different 
things would be for me – and they are. They were also about how different all 
of these daughters were from their mothers, how each ‘generation’ had its own 
singularity, its own past and its own future – the whole story, in other words,  
is always already under revision. 

Emin’s work invites us to think about differently about generation. She deals with 
the topic head on in Conversation With My Mum (2001, f ig. 16), a long dialogue 
recorded on video that explores her mother’s belief that Emin should never have 
a child. We learn that when her mother was pregnant with Emin and her twin 

Fig. 16  Conversation With My Mum, 2001            

brother, she went to the doctor’s surgery for an abor tion, changed her mind and 
walked out. She recounted this story throughout the twins’ childhood, and yet 
told her daughter that she should never have children – that if she ever became 
pregnant, she should tell her mother in time so that she could help her to have 
an abor tion. 

Together the two women revise the story of mother and daughter and, rather 
star tlingly, do so by discussing the topic of abor tion. Over the course of the 
conversation we learn that both are, to use the words of historian Molly 
McGarry, ‘less than dutiful daughters’ – both see themselves living lives that had 
not been possible for their mothers, and both refuse to be def ined by middle-
class standards of domestic normality (Emin’s mother, by having children out of 
wedlock; Emin, by not having children at all).2 Both consider themselves as nearly 
impossible burdens borne by their mothers, and seem to be trying to f igure out 
how exactly one acknowledges and honours that fact. 

Paradoxically, the viewer is left with the impression that for mother and 
daughter, the story of almost having an abor tion/almost having been abor ted is a 
primal scene for both. We learn that Emin’s mother (at the making of the video) 
continued to tell her daughter that she should not have kids, even as Emin was 
making her way through the later par t of her childbearing years. The statement 
is made affectionately, with a lot of love and humour:

Mother (Pamela): I dread the day when you look me in the eye and say 
‘I am pregnant.’ It would be a catastrophe. It would be awful. Awful. 
Don’t tell me that you are pregnant!?
Emin: I ’m not.
Mother: Well, thank God for that! 

Pamela f iddles with a doll as she says this. She and her daughter exchange 
knowing looks, and laugh. They know this conversation well. It is a funny 
discussion, marked by a kind of sideways acknowledgement: Emin’s mother 
wishes a freedom for her daughter that she never enjoyed herself – and that 
wish takes the form of wanting her never to become a mother. Emin wonders 
out loud why her mother thinks that she could not handle having children, but 
also admits that she does not want them herself. They talk about the par ticular 
burdens of having children for women, and Emin’s mother insists that the 
ar tist would never have had her career if she’d had children. Emin goes on to 
suggest that par t of the reason her mother does not want her daughter to 
become a mother is because then she will no longer be a daughter – that it 
would fundamentally change their relationship. Her mother acknowledges this 
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possibility, but at the same time, does not really accept it . There is no single 
narrative that would explain her feelings for and about her daughter, and this 
seems to be mirrored by Emin’s attitude in the conversation, as she lets the 
contradiction of her mother’s opinions stand.

Conversation With My Mum is thus a por trait of the kind of talk that def ines 
feminine modes of conversation. The attachment and the lines of intimacy  
traced by the slightly incoherent, intricate and wandering talk between mother 
and daughter are more the work ’s point than any single thing said by either 
woman. The shape and texture of the history that unfolds between the two 
is non-linear, illogical, and f illed with holes. A lack of coherence def ines the 
conversation. Emin asks her mother point-blank questions: ‘Did you resent 
having children?’ ‘ If you could do it again, would you?’ Her mother refuses to 
answer – the stark terms of these questions do not accommodate the full 
complexity of what being a mother means. She refuses the assumptions that 
frame them and talks about other things. Not because she has anything to  
hide – she is wonder fully frank – but because such questions suggest that her 
interests are either aligned with or opposed to those of her daughter. And this 
does neither of them justice.

For a long time, I was uncomfor table with Emin’s engagement with the 
experience of abor tion. It was hard for me to know what to do with the 
nostalgia for childhood that often accompanies this work. But Conversation 
With My Mum set me straight. This stuff should not be understood as a simple 
story, in which contradictions and wrinkles are ironed f lat, in which one future 
is presented as arriving in order to eliminate another possibility. (For me, 
Little Coff ins, 2002, p. 149, invokes the brutality of the zero-sum logic that 
you become an ar tist at the expense of bearing children.) By holding open the 
contradictory possibility that she does indeed resent the burden of having 
children, and, of course, she would do it all again, and, no, it isn’t a burden, 
Emin’s mother keeps the space around her motherhood ambiguous. She refuses 
to allow a story about her pregnancy, her almost-abor tion and her ambivalence 
about motherhood to stand as an explanation of anything other than that the 
fact that her daughter does not have to be a mother in order to be a woman. 
It is also, impor tantly, an insistence that her relationship to her daughter should 
not be understood solely in terms of a form of reproduction, in which being 
a mother means raising another mother. 

It was while watching this video that Emin’s blurry abor tion watercolours, such 
as that included in My Abortion (1990, f ig. 17), came into focus for me. In their 
refusal to cohere, they indicate the impor tance of refusing to par ticipate in the 

Fig. 17  After My Abortion II, 1990–1996     

script handed to you – by interrupting the narratives that would transform your 
biological body into a reproductive destiny, but also by asser ting that site, that 
moment of refusal, as one of a radical and even pleasurable empowerment, 
precisely because it forces one to recognise the wateriness of the self ’s 
boundaries. In a letter accompanying the After My Abortion series (1990–96), 
Emin writes:

my blood was pumping – I felt more alive than ever before – BUT NOT 
For myself – at the time of making these water Colours – it was all I was 
possible of making – Id never made anything before like them in my life 
and I never have since – there like a declearation of my Sorro of the time 
– For years I viewed them with sadness, I now know, they are a symbol 
oF my celebration of my Freedom – A door I opened and clossed – like a 
snap shot of my Soul.

The letter opens with a different story – of the pain that accompanied the 
abor tion, the pain of socially induced guilt and shame. Written years after the 
event, f illed with errors and lines crossing out half-written words, the letter 
suggests that these watercolors quite literally f igure abor tion as that half-formed 
shape, the sentence never f inished, the story that falls apar t. She signals that 
incoherence (that refusal of the zero-sum game) as the space from which the 
ar tist emerges. 

The letter that accompanies My Abortion (1990, p. 139) is different. It recounts 
physical pain and disbelief: ‘ I had killed the thing which I could love the most. 
/ Forgive me tiny little Thing … Forgive me – Leave me.’ She describes dealing 
with a moralising doctor, and being wracked with pain as, post-abor tion, her 
body expels a second foetus missed in the initial procedure. This happens in a 
London taxicab. It is a nightmarish experience by anyone’s standards. But the 
awfulness of the medical encounter, the contradictory negotiation with the 
future (forgive me / leave me), the strangeness of there being this thing that is 
a par t of you and not – all of this will feel familiar to many viewers of Emin’s ar t. 
It is the topic in her work that feels the most autobiographical, but it is also one 
of the tougher subjects to unpack. Making ar t about one’s own abor tion exposes 
the full range of contradictions that revolve around the subject, as a private 
and a public experience – for, like anything usually forced into the closet, it is 
profoundly both. Over the years, Emin has turned her abor tion into something 
much more compelling than a story of the road not taken. It has become instead 
a story of a road taken every day – of an experience that stands not apar t from 
one’s life, but is simply a par t of living. This material is not about the mother 
Emin might have been. It is about the people that our mothers have always been. 
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People who drop things, who fail, but who also create that ‘holding environment’ 
in which those lost things (like ourselves) might be recovered. It is an experiment 
in disentangling the stories that produce women as replacements for each other, 
in which mothers become some abject par t of the past, something we all need to 
get over or past and become. If Emin’s work sometimes seems stuck in her past, 
perhaps it is because she has honestly taken up her mother’s advice, and refused 
the narrative arc that requires a child to produce the adult. We hardly know how 
to see such a life, except as a refusal to grow up. 

My mind turns back to the child I conjured at this essay’s opening, sitting on the 
steps to the Venice pavilion while her parents look at grown-up stuff. Similarly 
ejected from the gallery itself, Sock would have been the only work of Emin’s that 
this child viewer would have had the chance to see. This work is not about kids. 
It is for kids. Winnicott observed that a mother presents the world to her child 
in small doses. The little things in Emin’s work conjure up that child and her 
mother, too. These two are not at odds with each other, but are working in 
collaboration, to imagine another possibility.

Keeping you in mind  2006
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