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Muscle Memory

I run my fingers along the calluses on the pads of my palms when I walk around 
the city or pause typing at my computer. It’s a new nervous tick I’ve developed, 
feeling the mutant skin on the top of my palm with the edge of my thumb. The new 
skin is hard and cracks easily, and if I don’t keep it up it starts to peel off and flake 
away. It’s an extra layer of toughness that seems completely foreign to the othter 
parts of my body, or even my personality. I think of them as my cat paws, formed 
by grip on metal. 

I heard that professional weightlifters have to cut their own calluses off regularly so 
they don’t tear and bleed during competitions. Some do it themselves and others 
have it done. It’s like getting one’s nails done, part of the maintenance. To build 
up the skin-paw and then remove it, the body’s micro-regeneration of shedding or 
producing skin under stress.

I started weightlifting in Vancouver at the suggestion of my boyfriend who had 
heard me complain about my shoulder pain for years. He knew a trainer who 
had group sessions in a garage nearby, and Monday night was women’s night. 
So I started lifting weights with this kind man and his small group of trainees: 
a corporate manager, a librarian and a marketing executive who was 6 months 
pregnant. It was a relaxed atmosphere and these women who didn’t look at all like 
bodybuilders were really strong. The gym was DIY and bare-bones, with some 
books on nutrition and a Debbie Harry poster.

I was especially impressed by the strength of my pregnant colleague. She wasn’t 
doing squats anymore but could do cleans and deadlifts. She was probably 5’2” 
and could deadlift twice her body weight, including her fetus. She threw the rubber-
rimmed Olympic plates on her bar down with total abandon. I watched her pull the 
bar off the ground, its steel line bending from the weight on its ends and pull it up 
to her waist in perfect form, just up to the edge of her round belly. She wore full 
but natural-looking make-up, her hair smoothly pulled back and huge round pearl 
earrings. She told me that weightlifting changed her life and given her confidence 
she had never felt, and she was not going to stop until she had to, to give birth. 
And then she would start again. She and our trainer were like conspirators, sharing 
articles about the benefits of weightlifting for pregnant women, debunking the 
common belief that she could endanger herself or her baby. She was even getting 
pressure from her in-laws to stop, they felt it wasn’t proper. 

This supportive women’s group was hard to replicate when we left town, and in 
Germany I just signed up for the cheapest, and therefore cheesiest gym in town. I 
don’t like it at all, the smell and the images and mirrors everywhere and the flexing. 
The weights are in the basement which has been decorated with vinyl prints of 
graffiti-covered back-alley brick walls, photos of muscular gleaming men shoveling 
coal into a fiery pit and randomly placed dividers of chain-link fence. “The Cage.” 
Maybe it is meant to make you feel elemental, or provoke the sense that you are 
about to be jumped in a back alley and therefore need to summon your strength to 
fight, to induce your fight-or-flight mode. Vague danger, vague masculinity. I don’t 
like the place but I like the focus it requires for me to ignore it, that it makes me shut 
out the external, like a horse with blinders on. 

When I first started going I was always the only woman in the weightlifting 
basement, and men would come up to me wanting to give me some suggestion or 
correct my form. I don’t think I needed to be corrected. One even told me I didn’t 
need to work out. There has to be a better way to pick someone up at a gym than 
telling them they don’t need to be there. But lately there are more women in the 
weight room, one or two others every time I go. Maybe, because I am getting 
stronger, the dudes don’t approach me anymore. Or maybe it’s because I invested

CRopped soCks (1)

HOP ON tHE LEFt FOOt

CRopped soCks (2)

MUSCLE MEMORY

MExGesis (ExtRA)  
... ExtRAGESIS

BLACK AND wHItE

tHE wAY tHINGS FLOw

qUERtZ

tHE LAZIESt ANIMALS  
IN tHE ZOO

tAKE A VACAtION  
tO CALIFORNIA ANYtIME

CRopped soCks (3)

Dan Rees

Dan Rees

Dan Rees

Dan Rees

Fion Pellacini

Nicole Ondre

Harry Burke

Sarak Księska

Isolée

Amanda Ross-Ho

Villa Design Group


