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“I harboured in my belly a destructive energy”: Motherhood, Embodiment, and Creativity in Elena Ferrante’s The Lost Daughter and The Days of Abandonment 
The centrality of the maternal in Elena Ferrante’s works has occupied the attention of scholars, who have tended to focus on Ferrante’s ambivalence towards motherhood. Ferrante, as these scholars note, reveals the “painful realities of…. pregnancy and motherhood” (Milkova). Her representations of the maternal are often “unpleasant” (Dominguez-Rue) and “dark” (Wehling-Giorgi), attuned to the “abandonment, anxiety, guilt, and fear…bound up with the maternal experience” (Van Ness qtd. in Dominguez-Rue). Indeed, Ferrante’s books feature female protagonists whose domestic work is unappreciated and who struggle to reconcile the demands of motherhood with their creative lives. However, I argue that although Ferrante’s protagonists are caught within a society that devalues their work – and that imagines motherhood and creativity as antagonistic – Ferrante challenges this dynamic by insisting on the value and creative power of the maternal. Taking up Ferrante’s novellas The Lost Daughter (2006) and The Days of Abandonment (2002), I contend that the maternal is emblematic of Ferrante’s creative genius and her relationship to her texts. 
Ferrante’s casting motherhood as creative, I argue, is connected to her larger ambition of realizing an artistry that “project[s] beyond the great male literary tradition” (Ferrante 324). Stiliana Milkova examines this idea in her book Elena Ferrante as World Literature (2021), looking at how Ferrante’s “female protagonists…carve out a creative practice of their own by resisting and subverting the male cage” and thus present a framework for a feminine genius (Milkova 24). Although Ferrante genders modes of writing, her vision of this “feminine” creativity is not essentialist or binary; rather, her works also feature male characters who embrace an embodied and maternal genius. I argue that Ferrante’s new literary framework based in the maternal also constitutes a revision of the mind/body hierarchy, which views the body as “feminine” and opposed to creative acts. However, in sourcing her creativity from the maternal body, Ferrante implicates her artistry in the same systems that oppress and endanger these bodies. She renders literature and the author vulnerable to violation, creating a mode of writing that wholly captures the experience of motherhood. 
The Mind/Body Hierarchy
In Western philosophy, the mind and body form a gender hierarchy wherein the “masculine” mind is privileged over the “feminine” body (Lennon and Fischer). This gendered divide also extends to conventional ideas of labour: traditional thought holds that men perform work that is intellectual or creative, while women assume apparently “mindless,” physical roles as caretakers. Neetha N. writes that women “spend a lot of time taking care” of their families, yet “[t]his work is not looked upon as productive work, and hence is not accounted for in the calculation of national income” (N.). Parenting, the “lion’s share” of which falls to women, is unpaid despite its obvious “social benefits” (England). Jia Tolentino highlights how corporeal labour, like mothering, is assigned less value than disembodied work: “a person can get paid more to sit in front of her computer and send a bunch of emails than she can to do a job so crucial and difficult that it seems objectively holy” (Tolentino). Tolentino is attentive to the intimate relationship between motherhood and the body– describing “breastfeeding as the transmutation of blood into milk” and how pregnancy involves the growth of “the placenta, an organ that will eventually contain thirty-two miles of capillaries” – yet she argues that motherhood entails a deep level of “creativity and intuition” (Tolentino).
As Tolentino’s article suggests, the exclusion of the body from creative acts is especially problematic for mothers, who are often understood as hyper-embodied. Barbara Creed articulates this perceived hyper-embodiment of mothers in her 1993 work of film theory, The Monstrous Feminine. Citing theorist Julia Kristeva, Creed argues that “[w]omen’s reproductive functions place her on the side of nature rather than the symbolic order” (186). The “maternal body,” she says, “because of its maternal functions, acknowledges its ‘debt to nature’” and so is excluded from this symbolic order (61). Society imagines motherhood as embodied labour that is therefore devoid of artistry and unworthy of pay, but there is increasing criticism of this view. While sociologists are drawing attention to the importance of care work, many psychologists have broken with a dualist and hierarchical vision of the mind and body, instead proposing that “the body plays a role in shaping perception and cognition” (Malinin). These positions reflect a change from traditional conceptions of the mind and body’s relationship to labour, in which bodily, “feminine” work has little value or creative potential. 
[bookmark: _Int_l0tEu8f7]Ferrante, in line with thinkers like Tolentino, insists on the creative power of the maternal body. In her essay collection In the Margins: On the Pleasure of Reading and Writing, Ferrante describes her writing as a melding of two conflicting energies. She aspires towards “neat narratives, orderly, harmonious, successful,” but eventually merges this controlled writing with “an enduring energy that will stumble, disarrange, delude, mistake, fail, soil”(Ferrante 38). Ferrante explains that her conception of writing as yoking order and chaos arises from a childhood memory of writing on paper flanked with red margins (13). Those red lines imposed order and boundaries onto writing, as teachers issued punishments when students’ handwriting violated the margins (13). Ferrante states that she internalized the “threat of those red lines” (13), aspiring to achieve order and beauty in her writing, but that a competing “convulsive, disintegrating type of writing” (32) is equally vital to her creative process. This latter form of writing is only accessible through violating the rules and entering into the unregulated and potentially dangerous zone beyond the red margin. 
But Ferrante implies that this manic creative energy is not masculine; rather, the violation of the red margin provides access to maternal creativity. Growing up, Ferrante believed that only men could become “great writers” (15) and that her “woman’s brain held [her] back” from attaining genius (15). So, for many years, she emulated male writers: “if I wanted to believe that I was a good writer, I had to write like a man” (17). However, she eventually ceased imitating men’s writing and welcomed a feminine creative energy. Ferrante explores this idea in her nonfiction essay, letter, and interview collection Frantumaglia (2016) as well, emphasizing the need for a “grand female literary tradition that men are forced to measure themselves against” (363). The disruptive writing that drives Ferrante’s genius enables the transgression of the “male literary tradition” (324), encouraging her to seek creative inspiration from beyond the confines of “masculine” artistry. Although Ferrante begins writing within the established literary tradition, she has confidence that the destabilizing energy will eventually emerge and allow the triumph of feminine creativity: “I start from writing that is planted firmly in tradition, and wait for something to erupt and throw the papers into disarray, for the lowly, abject woman I am to find a means of having her say” (21). Ferrante thus understands her writing as a fusion of the orderly and the disruptive – an attempt at staying within established traditions, and a convulsive energy that undermines this dominance of masculine genius. 
Maternal Bodies in The Lost Daughter
Ferrante ascribes the characteristics of this disruptive energy that fuels her creative process to mothers in The Lost Daughter. The Lost Daughter follows Leda, a mother of two adult daughters, during her solo trip to the Ionian Coast. She rents an apartment by the beach hoping for a relaxing vacation, but is continually haunted by memories of a three-year period in which she abandoned her young children and husband to focus on her work as a translator and pursue an affair. A second disruption comes in the form of a boisterous Neapolitan family, who arrive on the beach shortly after Leda and interrupt its serenity with their “shouts and laughter” (28). But a mother-daughter pair in this family, named Nina and Elena, captivates Leda. For reasons she fails to understand or articulate, Leda inserts herself into this family’s narrative by stealing the little girl Elena’s beloved doll. 
Although published nineteen years before In the Margins, the opening scene of The Lost Daughter suggests that Ferrante had the red margin in mind. The Lost Daughter begins with Leda at the beach, “the water…a sheet of translucent paper” and a red lifeguard flag mounted into the sand (9). Leda recalls a childhood memory of her mother advising against swimming in the presence of a red flag: “Leda, you must never go swimming if you see a red flag,” her mother instructed, “it means the sea is rough and you might drown” (9). Ferrante here maps the concept of the red margin onto this beach setting, with the “translucent paper” (9) of the water representing the outskirts of the page and the red lifeguard flag representing the red margin. Similar to the disruptive writing outside the red margin, the red flag aims to prevent beachgoers from entering the dangerous and volatile sea. Just as Ferrante’s fear of violating the red margin persisted into her adulthood, the red flag waving on the shore makes Leda anxious about swimming (9). Nevertheless, Leda hesitantly breaches this border, “cautiously testing the water with the tip of [her] toe” (9). Through depicting Leda disregarding the red warning flag, Ferrante thus opens The Lost Daughter with a transgression of the red margin. 
[bookmark: _Int_chGWZdCJ]This violation of the red margin anticipates the disruption that is manifest in mothers’ bodies. Pregnant bodies in The Lost Daughter harbour forces that are evocative of the enigmatic, disorderly energy behind Ferrante’s creativity. There are nested layers of mother/daughter relationships in The Lost Daughter: Leda acts as a mother figure to Nina; Nina mothers her daughter, Elena; Elena mothers her doll; and the doll, in turn, is pregnant with a worm. After stealing the doll, Leda discovers this worm and extracts it, “wash[ing] out the murky cavity of [the doll’s] trunk, her belly, to finally get the baby out” (143). The doll’s pregnancy with the worm recalls the energy that is vital to Ferrante’s creative genius. Ferrante describes the doll vomiting “black spittle” (122), having a “murky cavity” (143) as a womb, and being impregnated with a worm: her pregnancy, like the explosive creative energy behind Ferrante’s writing, is disruptive, ugly, and abject. Moreover, this creative force is unleashed through a violation: Leda must reach within the doll’s body to access this repulsive and disorderly energy. Ferrante does not celebrate violation as a mode of creative production; rather, her objective is to reflect the “corporeal…ontology of women” within the process of creation (Milkova 10). Ferrante refuses to pretend that this maternal and embodied creativity is exempt from the social realities of womanhood, instead making the text and author reflective of the danger that women’s bodies face. 
[bookmark: _Int_gDNO9rm9]In addition to the pregnancy of the doll, the flourishing of the disobedient is apparent within Leda’s pregnancies and those of women in her family. Although Leda’s maternal body contains the manic creative energy that underpins Ferrante’s genius, Leda’s parenting was underappreciated and she struggled to balance motherhood with her academic work. Leda’s husband, Gianni, “took little or no care” of their daughters, burdening Leda with the childcare and domestic work (37). Left to care for the girls alone, Leda became exhausted and had no time left over for her studies: “I was so desolate in those years,” she recalls, “I could no longer study, I played without joy” (47). Although Leda devoted her time and energy to childcare, her daughters and husband had little respect for her work. Her daughters failed to see her “as a person and not a function” (80), while Gianni offered more “reproach[es]” than praise for Leda’s parenting (99). Leda herself was wracked with anxiety and guilt over her parenting abilities, believing “that any unhappiness in [her] daughters was caused by a…failure of [her] love” (58). Leda and her family thus did not view motherhood as tied to creativity and assigned no value to her care work. 
Although characters in The Lost Daughter fail to recognize the importance and difficulty of Leda’s labour, Ferrante seeks to redeem the maternal from its secondary status. She implies the creative power of maternal bodies by couching them in language that evokes the writing beyond the red margin. Leda recounts how “the women of [her] family swelled, dilated” (122), their maternal bodies displaying an instability suggestive of the destabilizing energy that Ferrante harnesses when writing. As Alsop writes, “the unruliness of the body” is a “persistent theme in Ferrante’s work” (468), yet Ferrante suggests that “the body not only cannot be contained, but indeed should not be” (471-472). Leda’s pregnancy with her second daughter was similarly repulsive and destabilizing: “my body became a bloody liquid; suspended in it was a mushy sediment inside which grew a violent polyp” (123). Here, too, Ferrante charts the qualities of the energy that underpins her genius onto the maternal body; it is unpredictable, disruptive, and repulsive. Leda does not welcome this disruptive, maternal creative energy latent in her body, instead aspiring towards conventional academic writing that earns her praise from male colleagues (96). She attempts to keep her creativity within the bounds of the red margins, but her body violates this border and ushers in the danger and disorder of the unregulated zones beyond it. In a separate instance, Leda envisions herself as pregnant with disruptive forces: “I felt that I harboured in my belly a destructive energy” (78). Ferrante, in this quotation, again suggests that the explosive energy behind her writing process is stored in and birthed from the maternal body. Ferrante therefore reimagines the mind/body hierarchy that excludes motherhood and the body from creative acts; she implies that the maternal body harbours the driving force of her creative genius, insisting on the value of maternal labour. 
[bookmark: _Int_qBmBdAB5]	Ferrante further associates the maternal body with creativity – contesting the apparent opposition of embodiment and creative genius – by positioning daughters as their mother’s artistic achievements. In The Lost Daughter, the bodies of daughters act as paper on which the mother writes. Indeed, Milkova comments on how female characters in Ferrante’s works “[embrace] the reversibility and porousness of the female body” (33) by cutting these bodies with “instruments that sever or pierce the surface of objects and people”(30), thus “carv[ing] out spaces to enact and express their subjectivities” (33). The manifestation of this dynamic between mothers and daughters, in which they respectively occupy the positions of author and text, becomes evident in the imagery associated with the dolls. Elena’s doll fulfills the role of a daughter, while Elena acts as her mother: Elena is nurturing and affectionate, “holding the doll the way a mother carries a child in her arms” (18). Crucially, however, Elena displays the impact of her mothering by marking her doll with a ballpoint pen (38). Leda recalls how one of her daughters similarly ruined her childhood doll; she “scribbled all over [the doll] from head to foot, with markers” (49). The scene evokes a sexual violation, as Leda’s daughter “had taken off the doll’s clothes, even her little shoes and socks” before violating the doll’s body with writing (49). Both instances of maternal markings invoke anxiety in Leda, as she attempts to “erase the pen marks” on Elena’s doll (100) and throws her childhood doll out the window upon seeing its scribbled body (49). 
This anxiety over the markings of the ‘mother’ on the doll reflects Leda’s fears concerning the imprint of the maternal. Leda’s daughters temporarily lived with their grandmother during Leda’s three-year absence, and Leda feared that her mother would leave her markings on the girls. Leda herself attempted to erase her mother’s imprint, but she worried that her daughters would adopt “all the features [she] eliminated from [herself]” (88) upon moving in with their grandmother. After Leda retrieves her daughters, she accuses her mother of “having branded them, as she had branded [Leda]” (39). This description of mothers branding their daughters recalls the writing on the doll’s bodies. Raising daughters, Ferrante implies, is akin to writing; the mother leaves her imprint. This notion of parenting as writing does not hold with father figures in The Lost Daughter but is instead restricted solely to the mother, as Leda confesses that she struggled to see the influence of Gianni on their daughters: “I [had the impression] that I nourished the girls only on myself…I sensed in them only the female line of my descent” (89). Despite her initial anxieties concerning the writing of the maternal onto the page of the daughter, Leda appears convinced of the merits of her artistry by the novel’s conclusion. When Nina asks Leda why she ultimately went home to her daughters, Leda responds that she returned “because [she] realized [she] couldn’t create anything of [her] own that could truly equal them” (117). Leda here envisions her daughters as her ultimate creative production, casting herself as an artist. By imagining motherhood as writing, Ferrante thus challenges the perceived oppositionality between the maternal and creative genius. She locates mothers with writing and daughters’ bodies with texts, although this means that these embodied texts are subject to the dangers of violation that come with inhabiting a woman’s body. 
Ferrante’s conception of the author/text relationship also challenges the mind/ body hierarchy that hinders maternal creative expression. Before the publication of her first book, Troubling Love (1992), Ferrante sent a letter to her publishers with a condition: that she remain anonymous, abstaining from “anything that might involve the public engagement of [her] personally” (Ferrante 14). Given that Ferrante consistently imagines writing as a violation of the author’s body, the pseudonym becomes a form of protection: “when you’ve finished the book,” she writes, “it’s as if your innermost self had been ransacked, and all you want is to regain distance, to return to being whole” (59). The pseudonym, Ferrante explains, allows her to “return to being the person [she] usually [is]”; her invisibility from the public provides an antidote to writing, which “touches every point of the body…as if you had been rudely searched” (80). Ferrante here suggests that there is danger to sourcing one’s writing from the body, as it enters creative acts into the systems of oppression and violence that women face. Violation is not a condition to embodied, creative genius, but rather a consequence of living in a patriarchal society where women’s bodies are vulnerable to male violence. 
However, Ferrante writes that her pseudonym is not only a source of protection against violation but also stems from her conviction that “the text is a self-sufficient body” (84). Specifically, Ferrante justifies her anonymity based on a maternal idea of the author/text relationship. In the letter to her publishers, Ferrante compares her creative inspiration to the “Befana”: a paranormal “ugly old woman” in Italian folklore who, on the eve of a holiday called “Epiphany,” leaves gifts for children while they sleep (15). Books with anonymous authors, Ferrante writes, have a miraculous quality similar to the Befana’s gifts; they appear in the world as if by magic and take on an “intense life of their own” (15). This older woman, creating miracles akin to book-writing while unseen, resembles the mothers in Ferrante’s texts. Like the Befana, Leda is an invisible source of creative power: she performs domestic miracles, such as birthing and caring for her daughters, but even she fails to see her creative energy. In citing the Befana as a source of her inspiration, Ferrante thus attributes her creative genius to a maternal figure. 
In addition to this concept of the Befana, Ferrante links the creative to the maternal by envisioning the book as a living being, birthed from the author. Ferrante, in Frantumaglia, employs maternal metaphors to describe her relationship to her books. Describing her vision of books as independent from their authors, she states: “in the end, you have to separate yourself from your books. But you never really cut the umbilical cord” (252). Ferrante here articulates her understanding of the dynamic between author and text in the language of the maternal body. She casts her books as children and herself as their mother, imagining their connection as an “umbilical cord.” By grounding her decision to remain anonymous in a maternal conception of author/text relations, Ferrante thus foregrounds a conception of creativity that emerges from the bodies of mothers. She reclaims the maternal body as inherent to a foundational aspect of the craft of writing: the dynamic between authors and their texts. 
Ferrante also implies that her creative process is maternal by creating parallels between mother/daughter and author/text relationships. Leda is physically separated from her two adult daughters; she lives in Italy and her daughters in Canada. This dynamic between Leda and her daughters, in which an ocean separates the pair, mirrors that of Ferrante and her texts. Just as “distance imposed the physical impossibility of [Leda] intervening in [her daughters’] lives” (11), Ferrante explains how her books, “once completed, make [their] journey without [her] physical presence” (271). Ferrante thus employs similar imagery in portraying Leda’s relationship to her daughters and the relationship between authors and texts, in that physical separation is a key component of both. Leda’s relationship with her mother likewise exemplifies this conflation of mother/daughter and author/text. While Ferrante maintains that “you have to separate yourself from your books” (252) so that they can “assert themselves without [your]” presence (291), Leda intuits that her mother had a similar desire for detachment: “I had been certain that my mother, in creating me, had separated herself from me” (58). In this instance, too, Ferrante implies a creative dimension to motherhood by describing the author/text and mother/daughter relationship in similar terms. 
This envisioning of author/text relations as maternal is further evident in Frantumaglia, wherein Ferrante explains her choice to distance herself from her books using a metaphor drawn from motherhood: “If I were to accompany [the books] throughout the world, I would feel like those mothers who follow their children around even when those children are adults, and who on every occasion speak in their place or embarrass them by singing their praises” (291). Here, Ferrante describes how her anonymity arises from a desire to ‘mother’ her books appropriately, allowing them an acceptable level of independence. Ferrante therefore depicts mothers as authors, establishing a close association between creative genius and the maternal. She does not work within the traditional framework that distances the body from creativity, but instead foregrounds an embodied and maternal relationship to her texts. 
Maternal Spaces in The Days of Abandonment
	Ferrante’s association of literary creativity with the maternal body, contesting the value and creative power conventionally assigned to the “masculine” mind, is similarly present within The Days of Abandonment. The protagonist of The Days of Abandonment is Olga, a housewife and mother of two young children who succumbs to a state of abandon after her husband, Mario, leaves her to pursue a relationship with a younger woman. Olga transitions from a respectable middle-class woman who aspires to maintain order and control over her life into someone who uses vulgar language whenever possible (26), initiates physical fights with Mario and his new girlfriend in public (70-72), and accidentally poisons her dog and son (114). Like Leda, Olga is overworked, underappreciated, and fails to understand her mothering as creative. Caught up with the demands of being a housewife, Olga abandons her interest in writing once her children are born: “I was unable to give myself a time of creative joy, intensely my own. So I returned to taking care of the house, the children, Mario” (22). For Olga, then, motherhood is antagonistic to her creative life; the demands of taking care of her house and family leave no time for pursuing her writing. 
Olga receives no recognition for her care work and understands motherhood and creativity as incompatible, but Ferrante contests this vision of motherhood by locating everything that holds creative potential in The Days of Abandonment with the maternal. Olga’s encounters with maternal creative energy are mapped onto her home and the urban landscape of Turin. Ferrante evokes the union of order and disorder within her approach to writing by presenting Turin as a double world: superficially ordered and cohesive, but with forces of disruption lurking within its holes, cracks, and tunnels. These covert pockets of destabilizing energy are coded as maternal; the harbouring of disruption in these dark, concealed spaces parallels the energies hidden within the mother’s body. In one instance, a lizard from a nearby park slips into Olga’s apartment through these hidden, maternal spaces: a “yellowish-green lizard that had somehow gotten up to the fifth floor slid rapidly along the wall looking for a hole, a crack in which to hide” (29). The lizard’s entrance stages a kind of violation of Olga’s apartment, evoking both the transgression of the red margin and the disruptive energy that Ferrante “pull[s] up from the depths” of her body when writing (226). In addition to destabilizing Olga’s home, disturbing the clear boundaries that delineate her apartment from the park below, the lizard also introduces ugliness into this space. Olga is revolted by the lizard’s invasion, as she describes her “fury and disgust” (29) while killing the creature as well as how “[a]fterward, disgusted” (29), she emerged from the bedroom with its corpse. As Ferrante here explains, the lizard proceeds from the dark undercurrent within Olga’s home – the womb-like holes and cracks that, like the second half of Ferrante’s “two kinds of writings” (“Pain and Pen” 29), are pregnant with forces that disrupt and uglify. 
Olga is later confronted with a second invasion from these maternal spaces into her home, which is equally as disruptive and repulsive as the first: namely, ants infiltrate her house in “dense multitudes” (49). They once again introduce a disruptive force into her home – Olga describes the ants as “an active and intense life that knows no obstacle” (51), recalling the “irrepressible burst” of energy looming beyond the red margin (18). Like the lizards, the ants provide a dangerous energy that violates the borders of Olga’s apartment. Olga attempts to stifle these disruptive energies emanating from the second world latent in her home: “I took precise note of the places where they gained access to the apartment,” she says, “the entrances to the innumerable hiding places, the exits, and filled them with talcum powder” (49). Here, the disruptive energy and ugliness of the ants recalls the “desperate power of the ugly” (“Pain and Pen” 39) from which Ferrante draws when writing. 
Further, the “hiding places” and “exits” evoke Ferrante’s descriptions of the maternal womb: a similarly dark and hidden space that is latent with disruptive powers. But whereas Olga is desperate to repress any disorder birthed from the womb-like spaces of her home, Ferrante instead welcomes such destabilizing energies within her writing, understanding the fusion of order and disruption as an integral element of her creative process. Through associating this explosive energy that inspires her creative process with the maternal body, Ferrante foregrounds a new creativity that privileges the bodies of mothers over the masculinized mind. Ferrante implicates this new, embodied form of creative expression in the risk of violence and violation of women’s bodies that is prevalent in society, casting the lizards and ants as invasive energies that violate the borders of a maternal, domestic space. 
	Alongside the intrusion of lizards and ants into Olga’s apartment, the urban spaces of Ferrante’s Turin have a disruptive and ugly undertow that is suggestive of Ferrante’s embracing disorder and repulsiveness within her writing process. As in her representation of domestic spaces, Ferrante envisions the disruption energies within the city as emblematic of the maternal body. The “tunnel full of obscene graffiti” that Olga walks through twice throughout the text illustrates the presence of hidden, maternal spaces teeming with vulgarity and disorder in Turin (51). Closed off from the rest of the park and filled with crass language, this tunnel harbours forces of ugliness and destabilization that parallel the disruptive elements fueling Ferrante’s artistry. Moreover, this tunnel similarly evokes the qualities of the maternal body, specifically as depicted in The Lost Daughter: it is, like the doll’s womb, a “murky cavity” (143) that holds vulgar and disruptive energies. By incorporating these covert, maternal spaces evocative of her creative energy within her depictions of both Olga’s apartment and Turin, Ferrante thus suggests that the fullest expression of her creativity emanates from the maternal body. As such, she undermines the idea that the ‘masculine’ mind is best suited for creativity, instead believing that “to write truly is to speak from the depths of the maternal womb” (127). Ferrante presents the maternal womb as a dangerous and unregulated space, yet in so doing she locates literary creativity with women’s “violated corporeality” (Milkova 84). 
Ferrante likewise imagines the maternal body as a wellspring of creative powers, undoing the idea that genius belongs solely to the “masculine” mind, within her depictions of Olga’s neighbor, Carrano. By including a male character who houses feminine creative energy, Ferrante makes clear that this innovative form of “feminine” genius is not restricted to female bodies. A cellist who lives in the same apartment building as Olga, Carrano has a distinctly maternal relationship to his craft. Carrano is accompanied by his cello from his entrance into the story, wherein Olga looks out her window to see “Carrano, coming up the path, his head bowed, carrying over his shoulders the giant case of [his]... instrument” (13). However, only two pages later, Ferrante introduces the figure of the poverella with imagery that directly parallels Carrano weighted down by his cello. The poverella was a mother in Olga’s home city of Naples who committed suicide after her husband left, and this childhood memory resurfaces upon Olga’s separation from Mario. In Ferrante’s introduction of this maternal figure, Olga recalls how when the poverella “went shopping…[s]he would return loaded with vegetables, fruit, bread, [her] three children hanging on to her dress, to the overflowing bags” (15). With its description of the poverella burdened by her groceries and children, this passage echoes the imagery of Carrano carrying his cello. Ferrante thus connects Carrano’s relationship to his instrument with the poverella’s mothering of her children, implying a maternal dimension to Carrano’s artistry. Similarly evoking the maternal in relation to Carrano’s artistry, Ferrante compares his cello to the maternal body. Visiting Carrano’s apartment for the first time, Olga observes: “In the living room I saw the big instrument case leaning in the corner and it seemed to me a known presence, like that of a maidservant of fifty years ago, one of those large village woman who bring up the children of the well off” (77). Ferrante here imagines Carrano’s cello as a maternal figure; namely, a maid who assists with childcare. In this way, she connects the maternal body to Carrano’s musical genius, imagining motherhood as fruitful for – rather than antithetical to – creativity. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Olga eventually attends one of Carrano’s performances, and in this instance Ferrante again couches her description of his creative genius in maternal language. Carrano’s performance has all the qualities of the disruptive energy that fuels Ferrante’s creative process; it is at once destabilizing, charged, and brilliant. Olga is astonished by Carrano’s artistry and struggles to recognize her unassuming neighbor in this talented musician: when playing his cello, Carrano transforms from the “sad, colourless man” with whom Olga is familiar into a “virtuoso creator of luminous sounds” (187). This description of Carrano alternating between timidness and power evokes the two opposing kinds of writing that Ferrante merges within her work: the orderly and the disruptive. Like the chaotic forces that propel Ferrante’s creativity, Carrano’s alternate persona possesses a destabilizing energy that is opposed to his everyday life. Olga characterizes Carrano’s second life as brimming with disruptive elements by explaining how, after seeing Carrano perform, she perceives him as “the custodian of a mysterious power that he kept hidden, out of modesty, out of courtesy, out of good manners” (179). Carrano’s artistic abilities, then, oppose order; they threaten to overturn modesty, courtesy, and manners. 
Moreover, this dynamic energy in Carrano’s artistry is also coded as maternal. Watching Carrano’s performance, Olga remarks that “the instrument was a part of him, alive, born from his chest, his legs, his arms, his hands, from the ecstasy of his eyes, his mouth” (174). Ferrante here describes how the beauty of Carrano’s performance emanates from his body; she emphasizes the corporeality of his creativity by listing the body parts with which his cello is intertwined. Moreover, Ferrante’s use of the word “born” in this quotation implies a creative dimension to Carrano’s performance. By describing Carrano’s musical abilities in terms of a birth, Ferrante thus suggests that the maternal body is a crucial source of inspiration for characters in this novel. With their uncontrollable changes, these bodies provide an access point for creativity that is – like the energy that motivates Ferrante’s writing process – grounded in the disruptive and vulnerable. 
The mind/ body hierarchy privileges the “masculine” mind over the “feminine” body and excludes the body from participation in creativity. Because mothers are traditionally understood as being hyper-embodied, this hierarchy contributed to the idea that motherhood and creativity are opposed. Ferrante, however, challenges this idea. Rather than ascribing to the traditional image of creative genius as disembodied and masculine, Ferrante presents a new conception of creativity sourced from the maternal body. The result is a form of literary creativity that is subject to the realities of women’s embodied experience, which includes the threat of violation. Ferrante does not imply that violation is necessary to creative genius – only that, as her creativity is derived from the maternal body rather than the ‘masculine’ mind, texts and the figure of the authors become vulnerable to the same dangers that women’s bodies face.
Ferrante’s reflections on her writing process illustrate this gesture towards an embodied and maternal creativity, as in her non-fiction work In the Margins she explains that a disruptive, explosive energy is both crucial to the inspiration for her work and undermines its adherence to the established masculine tradition of writing. This idea additionally presents itself in The Lost Daughter. In this work, Ferrante locates the wellspring of this disruptive energy that is crucial to her creativity within pregnant dolls and women, thus conflating creative genius and the maternal body. Further illustrating Ferrante’s conviction in the creative potential latent in the maternal, she understands motherhood through the metaphor of writing on the bodies of the daughter. Ferrante’s association between maternity and creativity is similarly present in her mirroring of author/text and mother/daughter relationships, wherein she justifies her anonymity using maternal metaphors. 
This reclamation of the maternal body as productive to creativity occurs also in The Days of Abandonment. In this text, Ferrante implies the creative power inherent in the maternal within her representations of the book’s settings: both Olga’s apartment and Turin’s cityscape contain pockets of subversive energy, which are coded as pregnant wombs. Ferrante envisions Carrano’s artistry, too, as connected to the bodies of mothers. She employs maternal imagery when depicting his cello, and describes the power of his performance in terms that both evoke the maternal body and recall the explosive energy that inspires her genius. Ferrante thus challenges the view of the maternal body as antithetical to genius, opening up the possibility for new forms of creative expression that extend beyond the confines of the “great male literary tradition” (324). 
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