
to put up a sign outside the church 
which reads "Church packed, 
Bible being read". One of the 
organisers commented "every 
one of us had to go back to the 
text and have a closer look". 

I was reminded of a 
thirteen-year old flute player in 
that music group, improvising 
on Matthew. She was glued to 
the text as she had never been 
before. That is perhaps the most 
important thing the arts can ever 
do for us, take us back to those 
ancient texts to have a closer 
look and discover their power 
afresh. That is my experience, 
the experience of leading artists 
and theologians who have taken 
part in our project, and the 
experience of the hundreds 
who came to the festival last 
September. 

To pick up some words 
from Seamus Heaney, you hear 
"a music you never would have 
know to listen for". 

Notes 

1As quoted in Walter Hussey, 
Patron of Art (London: Weidenfeld 
and Nicholson, 1985), p. 24. 
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liThe making of . 
Part enogenes1s 
Composer James MacMillan was commissioned by the 
Theology Through the Arts project to engage with a poet and 
a theologian to create a new work. Working with Michael 
Symmons Roberts and Archbishop Rowan Williams. he 
produced Parthenogenesis, "the story of a dark seduction that 
calls into question our genetic future". Here they tell of the 
experience and how it has affected them. 

The poet 
libretto by Michael Symmons Roberts 

I
t may just be my literary bias,
but I'm convinced that when 

theology meets the arts, stories 
must come first and ideas 
second. Here is the story that 
kick-started us. 

One night in Hanover, 
Germany, in 1944, a young 
woman was caught on the 
streets in an Allied bombing 
raid. She was unable to find her 
way to a shelter, and was 
thrown to the pavement by the 
blast of a bomb in a nearby 
street. She recovered from minor 
injuries, but nine months later 
gave birth to a daughter. This 
baby girl had identical 
fingerprints, blood type and 
other indicators to her mother. 
The woman adamantly 

maintained that she had not had 
sex, and medical tests supported 
her claim. How was the child 
conceived? Examining doctors 
hypothesised that the shock of 
the bomb may have jarred a 
dormant body cell within the 
woman's womb, triggering 
parthenogenesis - non-sexual 
reproduction. 

Although this case (as 
with all claims of human 
parthenogenesis) was never fully 
proven, the issues it raises, and 
the poetic power of the story, 
captivated me. Parthenogenesis 
is a strange form of reproduction 
that occasionally occurs in 
plants and animals. The word 
comes from the Greek 
parthenos, "virgin", to signify 
that in parthenogenesis there is 
no mixing of parental genes - all 
the genes come from one parent 
organism. The offspring is 
produced by action within a 
single cell. In effect, it is cloning 
by nature. The product of a 
spontaneous human 
parthenogenesis would be 
female, and may not live beyond 
birth. However, this rare natural 
cloning has been the spur for 
generations of scientists to try to 
achieve this by design, rather 
than by accident. Throughout 
the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries, scientists have been 
fascinated by the possibility of 
parthenogenesis in animals. 
Famous (and infamous) 
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experiments were performed on 
seahorses, insects, frogs, etc., 
with mixed results. 

The Hanover story is rich 
and resonant, poetically and 
dramatically. Poetically, it is the 
shadow side of the incarnation: 
a virgin birth in opposites with 
not God but human evil as the 
"father" - a sort of negative
print of the Nativity. 
Dramatically, it has tremendous 
power and intrigue: a human 
clone born into a Germany 
obsessed by genetic 
experimentation and theory; or 
a virgin birth in a Germany 
where so many were praying for 
divine deliverance. For different 
reasons and with different 
intentions, this mother and child 
would be hunted. 

Either way, the power of 
the story, the fascination of the 
relationship between mother and 
"cloned" child, and the 
gathering pace of genetic 
research towards its holy grail 
(or ultimate blasphemy) of 
human cloning combine to make 
Parthenogenesis a very live story. 
At the first meeting of our 
Theology Through the Arts 
"pod" group, I told James 

MacMillan and Rowan Williams 
the Hanover story and all three 
of us felt it opened up strong 
possibilities for us. After many 
hours of wide-ranging 
conversation, a shape began to 
emerge, and I was able to start 
work on the libretto. 

Parthenogenesis is a small
scale, intimate music-theatre 
piece, comprising three voices -
soprano, baritone and 
actress/speaker. It takes the dark 
parallelism of the Hanover event 
with the incarnation back a stage 
further, to the annunciation. The 
soprano voice is that of Kristel -
mother-to-be of the clone-child. 
She knows nothing of what is to 
happen to her. The baritone 
voice is that of Bruno, a flawed, 
falling, ambiguous angel; in love 
with Kristel and with the world. 
The spoken female voice is that 
of Anna, the imagined voice of 
the future clone-child, bitter and 
torn apart by her origins, by her 
status as her mother's 
doppelganger. 

On one level it is a story 
of seduction, but through the 
angel's lust for the world, 
Kristel's pity for him, and Anna's 
bitter commentary on this dark 

The composer 
music by James MacMillan 

M
ichael Symmons Roberts
and I were a team by the 

time that Theology Through the 
Arts (TTA) and Jeremy Begbie 
made an approach. We seemed 
to fit quite well into his concept 
of the "pod" group, so we 

• 

became the artistic basis of this 
particular set-up and suggested 
a couple of possible theologians. 
When we realised Rowan 
Williams was available, we 
approached him. Michael 
studied theology at Oxford 
and was a great admirer of 
Rowan Williams. 

We set up an official 
connection so we could meet 
regularly, in total about a dozen 
times. The first time was with 
Jeremy Begbie. In a sense, 
Jeremy kick-started it. He got us 
together and there was certainly 
an awareness that Michael and 
I were thinking along similar 
lines. The need was to find a 
common concept or theme that 
would allow us to have a lot of 
discussion which would, 
hopefully, bear artistic fruit but 
provide food for thought as well; 
not just for Archbishop Williams 
but for all three of us . 

parodic " nnunciation", 
Parthenogenesis also explores 
questions of identity and the 
roots of individuality. In the 
tension between a pure, angelic 
plane and the messy, risky 
business of human life and death 
there is a metaphor for the 
genetics debate, in which utopia 
offers the end of illness, 
deformity, even of death; but at 
the cost (at least) of freedom, 
diversity and risk. 

Parthenogenesis explores 
some of the questions of liberty 
and control, life and death, 
utopia and dystopia, which 
circle around the breathtaking 
developments of modern 
genetics. Everyone agrees that 
the pace of science is 
outstripping the rest of the 
culture in absorbing and 
responding to these 
developments, which raise 
profound philosophical, 
theological and human 
questions. The extraordinary 
Hanover story - irrespective of 
its documentary truth or 
falsehood - provides a metaphor 
and a focus for us to enter some 
of this territory. 

I am theologically 
illiterate, with no training at all, 
but nevertheless very fascinated 
by it all. The idea was not that 
I would deliver the musical 
response, Michael the poetic 
response and Rowan the 
theological response; rather, that 
in many ways we would 
all interact. 

Rowan is a poet as well as 
a theologian, so was also able to 
bring some of that poetic 
presence and insight into our 
discussions at a very early stage. 
He is also a lover of music, he 
sings, he's quite an expert in 
music actually, so there was a 
confluence of experiences. 

We were able to proceed to 

finding common ground out of 
which the piece grew. 

The idea for 
Parthenogenesis was originally 
Michael's idea. Through his work

at the BBC, he had researched 




