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An innovative and exciting art exhibition exploring the politics and practice of childbirth is

currently on display at the Manchester Museum after a period of three months

presentation at the futuristic Science Centre in Glasgow. The exhibition is the culmination

of a four year ‘gestational’ period following the conception of the idea in 2004 by Helen

Knowles, a freelance artist and curator based in Manchester. Helen was impassioned to

create the concept of the Birth Rites exhibition following her own experiences of birth.

Over the last year, a series of chance encounters with one of the artists and two of the

collaborators have directed and redirected me to the event.

On a visit to the Farm Midwifery Centre in Tennessee in April 2007, I was privileged to

spend time in the company of Ping Qui, a Swiss-Chinese artist and sculptor who was

spending a month at the Farm gaining insight into the life and work of Ina May Gaskin.

During the week that I was there, I observed Ping quietly appraising the world of the

Farm midwives, whilst gathering thoughts about the work that was planned for exhibition

as part of the Birth Rites Exhibition in the UK in 2008.

Ping is one of a group of artists (representing a diverse range of genre, style and media)

who were commissioned by Birth Rites to spend time working alongside an equally varied

range of figures working within the sphere of maternity care.

I was excited to learn that the work was going to be displayed in Glasgow during the

International Congress of Midwives ( ICM) triennial conference in June, an event that I

was returning to the UK to attend. I have been campaigning for many years now for a

greater inclusion of the arts within midwifery practice and education. I firmly believe that

making greater use of the creative arts in the domain of childbirth could lead to a more

holistic provision of care. An increased focus on the aesthetic may just have the potential

to enhance the physical, emotional, psychological, social and spiritual wellbeing of the

childbearing community of both users and providers.(Davies 2007) Art has the ability to

push us to view the world from a different standpoint, or a series of alternative

perspectives. As Helen Knowles eloquently states,

“Art’s disposition to speak to us on an emotional and subconscious level was innermost in

my vision to push the boundaries around birth and the culture that surrounds it to a new

plane.” (Birth Rites 2008 http://www.birthrites.org.uk/)
Mindful of this transformative potential, I have to admit that I was a little disappointed to

discover that the exhibition was surprisingly low in profile with little promotion or

marketing of the event at the ICM conference. The Science Centre was only a short ten

minute walk from the exhibition centre where the conference was being held and I feel

that the exhibition had the presence to offer some degree of balance to the scientific

programme on offer at ICM. This was a wonderful opportunity to reach a global

community of midwives but it ended up being one of the best kept secrets of the congress.

For those who did manage to locate the exhibition, a wonderful treat was in store. The

work on display varied from painting to photographic installation, from sculpture to

documentary film.

Having been introduced to Ping’s work for the exhibition during its nascent stage, I was

enthusiastic to view her completed work and was delighted to view the two resultant

installations. Her grouping of sculpted vessels are designed to represent the innate

sensuality and playfulness of the human female form, a theme that she contemplated at

length with Ina May during her time on the Farm (Gaskin 2007). The rounded vessels

emanate a sense of ripeness, fertility and fecundity. Her other installation is a series of

inflatable sculptures that represent the pregnant belly. The work is reminiscent of the

rounded figure or ‘cumul’ work of Louise Bourgeois , the controversial nonagenarian

French artist. Ping reports that whist observing abdominal palpation she became

fascinated with the character and composition of the pregnant belly. In contrast with the

disembodied manikins used for teaching purposes, that reduce the pregnant woman to a

series of body parts, these pregnant bellies appear to inhale and exhale, complete with

breathing sounds, and take on a character and life of their own. They are quite

compelling and I found them strangely hypnotic.

Following the ICM conference I was invited to attend the Yoga Birth UK Teachers

Conference where I was introduced to Kathleen Beegan, a doula and yoga birth teacher

who worked in collaboration with Hermione Wiltshire, another of the artists. Hermione’s

placement with Kathleen led her to produce a set of photographs of women in a variety of

birthing poses. These larger than life size monochromatic images have an amazing three

dimensional quality and are incredibly iconic. Hermione herself practices yoga, and

perhaps that is why she has been able to capture the essence of the breath and a sense of

being in the present. She captures some of the women with relaxed and open mouth,

reminding us as viewers of the relationship between, the mouth and the cervix.

Hermione divided her time on the project working with both Kathleen & Gail

Werkmeister, the President of the National Childbirth Trust (NCT) who is also an antenatal

teacher. In Gail’s classes, Hermione became focussed on what she refers to as “the

cultural anxiety around images of crowning” (Birth Rites 2008). She recognised that this

image appears to have a taboo style status, but felt strongly that it was so powerful and

iconic that it should not be secreted away. Her solution to the problem was to employ a

formidable image during what could be termed an ecstatic birth at the Farm Midwifery

Centre in Tennessee. Readers may recognise this image from 'Ina May's Guide to childbirth' (Gaskin 2002)

Suzanne Holton is a painter who worked with Sarah Vause an obstetrician at a tertiary

hospital in Manchester where she had the opportunity to attend a variety of settings and

experiences. She attended counselling sessions following the detection of abnormality,

was invited to be present at both normal and surgically assisted births and was able to

observe care within the neonatal Intensive care unit.

I found Suzanne’s images to be sadly too familiar, representing a series of women

concealed behind the accoutrements of technology. In one sketch, a woman attempts to

connect with her baby through the plastic walls of an incubator. In the diptych,’ Contact’ a

woman cuddles her baby amid a host of monitors and white clinical space. The most

evocative for me however, was of an essentially normal birth in the tellingly titled ‘Room

7/T+4’. The woman is separated from the midwives who stand behind the bed end and

gaze distantly at the woman, creating what seems to be an infinitesimal space between

them. It certainly made me reflect on my philosophy of birth and contrast the image

with the home births that I am privileged to attend where the connection with the woman

is fundamental. I know that this connection can be achieved in a hospital setting, but I

also know from personal experience that it is so much harder to achieve.

In the online diary that tracks the journey of both artist and obstetrician  (Birth Rites 2008), they both convey that the journey was one of self discovery and both refer to ‘connection’. Suzanne relates to the experience as something that gave her a greater connection with her work and an enhanced emotional involvement. Sarah perceives asense of separation within one particular piece of artwork “the end of the bed seems toseparate three ‘observers’ from those who are really involved”( Birth Rites 2008) It maybe that the images representing Sarah’s world, have led her to push back barriers and have enabled her to view things in a different way.

I stood for some considerable time at the exhibition, photographing fleeting images from

the video installation of Jaygo Bloom. My efforts resulted in series of motifs including, an

ultrasound scan, a breastfeeding scene, a dove, a dancer, a still from the Singing

Detective and what was conceivably an image of a pomegranate.

Bloom spent a month working with Jim Dornan, the director of fetal medicine at the Royal

Maternity Hospital in Belfast. Bloom clearly feels comfortable in the realm of fetal

medicine, where he can relate the high tech world to his own as a digital artist. However

he chose to attempt to merge the ubiquitous digital/technological focus with the

emotional responses of the pregnant women that he met in hospital and surveyed during

that time.

In his diary on the Birth Rites website, Jaygo reflects at length on the juxtaposing

concepts of art and science and concludes that we are in the throes of a “….. new

ecology, where natures, technologies and media are all caught up together.” (Birth Rites

2008)
The principle message of the artist however, seemed to be that birth is driven by

technology. The flickering digital images creating half-impressions, were dissonant and

bewildering. In spite of the artist’s assurance that the use of technology was inseparable

from the emotional experience, I have to say that I felt a sense of unease about this

representation of birth in the 21st century.

My third brush with the exhibition, occurred during the ICM Congress, when I bumped into

Judith Kurutac. Judith was working as an independent midwife when she was invited to

collaborate with Andy Lawrence in the making of a documentary entitled ‘Born’. This is

undoubtedly the work that captured my attention more than any other in the show. Andy

spent three years working with Judith to produce this powerful piece of film documentary.

By using an eclectic range of methods from straight interview technique to

cinematographic landscape scenes, the film manages to transfix the viewer and hold

their attention for the full fifty five minutes of delivery.

The film explores the feelings of both contributors, around the subject of birth. The

opening shots are of Andy’s two children and his accompanying narrative informs the observer of the contrasting nature of their  births, one a caesarean section the other a home

birth. Judith reflects on her philosophy of childbirth and shares with us intimate footage

of discussions with her own mother around the subject.

The film revolves around the stories of two women’s births, an elective caesarean section

for breech presentation, and a precipitate homebirth. Andy is unrepentantly honest about

the cathartic nature of the endeavour. Yet, both of the births are portrayed in a ‘what

you see is what you get’ no holds barred way, sparing the audience from any measure of

sentimentality.

This film is planned for release later this year and would make an amazing educational

resource for midwife teachers and childbirth educators as well as others.

The exhibition has other treats in store including the wonderfully quirky wallpaper

created by designer Francesca Granato. The motifs on the wallpaper appear to depict a

range of birthing positions, but the images were originally presented on lapdancers

business cards. This simple representation triumphantly challenges the concept of the

Madonna/Whore complex or paradox. This perceived dualism has pervaded the

representation of women in paintings and other art forms for centuries and this unsubtle

and witty exposure made me smile.

The exhibition will be featuring in Manchester until the end of November  and I would strongly recommend a visit if you are able to attend. The works can also be viewed along with the diaries at http://www.birthrites.org.uk/. Perhaps by viewing the artistic images

displayed we will be encouraged to consider how our role articulates with contemporary

societal attitudes towards birthing influences and practices, and consider further the

politics as well as the practice of birth in the 21st century. Additionally, by exploring

alternatives ways of expression, we may be prompted to establish a greater equilibrium

between the arts and science in midwifery practice and education. 
I would like to acknowledge my thanks to Helen Knowles for her help in producing this review. 
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