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A B S T R A C T 

T h i s review essay addresses the interplay of art and obstetrics revealed i n f i c t iona l selections w h i c h are part of the 
author's o w n literary experience. Jux tapos i t ion of f ic t ional scenes and medical developments of the same per iod 
h i g h l i g h t s their m u t u a l reinforcement and suggests a need to transcend l imi t s imposed o n each by the culture 
enveloping both. 

A s a g i r l of twelve o r th i r teen , I read a n d 
reread passages i n n o v e l s w h i c h r e c o u n t e d 
b i r t h s , t r y i n g to i m a g i n e w h a t a c t u a l l y 
h a p p e n e d . 

A d r i e n n e R i c h , Of Woman Born 

T h e scene is a f a m i l i a r o n e . T h e mistress is 
" t a k e n very b a d l y , " m e d i c a l a u t h o r i t i e s are s u m ­
m o n e d , a n d the rest of the f a m i l y waxes p h i l o s o ­
p h i c a l l y o f b i r t h a n d d e a t h i n a n a d j o i n i n g 
r o o m . T h e father-to-be a l l o w s h is wi fe ' s d o m a i n : 
" W o m e n h a v e the i r p a r t i c u l a r fancies, a n d i n 
p o i n t s of this nature . . . w h e r e they bear the w h o l e 
b u r d e n , a n d suffer so m u c h acute p a i n for the 
advantage of o u r f a m i l i e s , a n d the g o o d of the 
species ,—they c l a i m a r i g h t of d e c i d i n g , en Sove-
raines, i n w h o s e h a n d s , a n d i n w h a t f a s h i o n , 
they c h u s e [ s i c ] to u n d e r g o i t . " 1 I n this scene, the 
mistress, m o t h e r of T r i s t r a m S h a n d y , has c h o s e n 
to l i e - i n i n the c o u n t r y at tended by a n a n c i e n t 
m i d w i f e , " n o t w i t h s t a n d i n g there was a scienti f -
i c k o p e r a t o r w i t h i n so near a c a l l as e i g h t m i l e s . . . 
w h o , m o r e o v e r , h a d express ly w r o t e a f ive s h i l ­
l i n g s b o o k u p o n the subject of m i d w i f e r y , i n 

w h i c h he h a d exposed . . . the b l u n d e r s o f the sis­
t e r h o o d i t s e l f . " 2 M o t h e r ' s c a p r i c e is to lerated, 
b u t the father-to-be k e e n l y perceives that he m u s t 
h a v e the last w o r d a n d so e m p l o y s D r . S l o p , the 
o p e r a t o r . 

A s l u c k w o u l d h a v e i t , l a b o r does n o t progress 
s a t i s f a c t o r i l y . T h e " p o o r mistress is ready to 
f a i n t . . . t h e n u r s e has c u t her a r m . . . t h e c h i l d is 
w h e r e it w a s . . . a n d the m i d w i f e has f a l l e n back­
w a r d s u p o n the edge of the fender , a n d b r u i s e d 
her h i p as b l a c k as y o u r h a t . " D r . S l o p thus 
c o m e s to d e l i v e r T r i s t r a m , a n d the rest is l i t e r a r y 
h i s t o r y . " I n b r i n g i n g h i m i n t o the w o r l d w i t h 
h i s v i l e i n s t r u m e n t s , h e . . . c r u s h ' d h i s nose.. .as 
f lat as a p a n c a k e to h i s face, a n d he [made] a false 
b r i d g e w i t h a p iece of c o t t o n a n d a t h i n piece of 
w h a l e b o n e . . . t o raise i t u p . " T r i s t r a m describes 
the h o r r o r o f h i s o w n b i r t h i n these w o r d s : " N o 
d o u b t , the b r e a k i n g d o w n of the b r i d g e of a 
c h i l d ' s nose , by the edge of a p a i r of f o r c e p s , — 
h o w e v e r s c i e n t i f i c a l l y a p p l i e d , — w o u l d vex a n y 
m a n i n the w o r l d , w h o was at so m u c h p a i n s i n 
b e g e t t i n g a c h i l d , as m y father w a s . " 3 A n d so, 



father, s o n , nurse , m i d w i f e a n d d o c t o r suffer 
t h r o u g h o u t M r s . S h a n d y ' s o r d e a l . 

T r i s t r a m ' s b i r t h i n g n o t o n l y h i g h l i g h t s the 
latest e i g h t e e n t h - c e n t u r y obs te t r i ca l t e c h n i q u e , 
b u t i t a l s o e x e m p l i f i e s the f i c t i o n a l i z i n g of 
c h i l d b i r t h . I n nove ls , c h i l d b i r t h is a l m o s t a l w a y s 
a n observed event t o l d t h r o u g h the eyes of d o c t o r 
o r a t t e n d a n t o r fa ther or , i n t h i s case, the c h i l d 
i tself . T h e m o t h e r is n o t l i k e l y to te l l her o w n 
story. H e r sovereignty, however, is u s u a l l y a c k n o w ­
l e d g e d by s o m e o n e so that the issue o f w h o c o n ­
t ro ls c h i l d b i r t h events u n d e r l i e s the d r a m a . 
O f t e n , as i n this scene, w o m e n ' s " p a r t i c u l a r f a n ­
c i e s " are a t t e n d e d to, b u t that does n o t m e a n 
w o m e n dec ide the i r o w n fate. A D r . S l o p t y p i ­
c a l l y arr ives to save the day a n d b r i n g s to the 
f a m i l y c o n t r o v e r s y a p u b l i c d i m e n s i o n . L i t e r a r y 
c h i l d b i r t h s g e n e r a l l y e c h o the p r e v a i l i n g c o n ­
troversies o f the " r e a l " w o r l d a n d its battles 
between obstetr ica l i n n o v a t i o n a n d c o n v e n t i o n a l 
w i s d o m . T h e b i r t h scenes d iscussed i n this essay 
reveal m y r i a d a p p r o a c h e s to these s h i f t i n g f i c ­
t i o n a l a n d m e d i c a l c o n f l i c t s . I n s u m , they a f f o r d 
a r e v e a l i n g g l i m p s e o f a s p e c i f i c l i t e r a r y a n d 
m e d i c a l her i tage, o u r o w n . 

T r i s t r a m ' s a r r i v a l typi f ies late e i g h t e e n t h -
c e n t u r y c h i l d b i r t h at the p o i n t i n m e d i c a l h i s ­
tory w h e n forceps were i n t r o d u c e d , a l o n g w i t h 
the i r " s c i e n t i f i c o p e r a t o r s . " T h e n o v e l , i n fact, 
a n n o u n c e s that " i t w o u l d a s t o n i s h y o u to k n o w 
w h a t I m p r o v e m e n t s . . . h a v e [been] m a d e of late 
years i n a l l branches of obs te t r i ca l k n o w l e d g e . " 4 

F o r the e i g h t e e n t h - c e n t u r y reader , Tristram 
Shandy offers a m e m o r a b l e p o r t r a i t of the effects 
of those i m p r o v e m e n t s u p o n o n e E n g l i s h f a m ­
i l y . A n d that l i t e rary i m a g e has been w i t h us ever 
s ince . 

I n the n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y , the n e x t m e d i c a l 
i m p r o v e m e n t was anesthesia for surgery a n d for 
b i r t h . I n 1855, Q u e e n V i c t o r i a accepted the use of 
c h l o r o f o r m a n d the a t t e n d a n c e of S i r J a m e s 
Y o u n g S i m p s o n , its d e v e l o p e r , at the b i r t h of 
P r i n c e L e o p o l d . H e r e n d o r s e m e n t q u e l l e d the 

f u r o r over r e l i e v i n g w o m e n ' s l a b o r a n d u s h e r e d 
i n the era of " p a i n l e s s " c h i l d b i r t h . I n J a m e s 
Joyce 's Ulysses, L e o p o l d B l o o m c o m m e n t s o n 
these sc ient i f i c d e v e l o p m e n t s w h i l e f o l l o w i n g 
the d e b i l i t a t i n g l a b o r of M i n a P u r e f o y w h o is 
" three days b a d . " 

T h r e e days i m a g i n e g r o a n i n g o n a bed 
w i t h v i n e g a r e d h a n d k e r c h i e f r o u n d her 
forehead, her b e l l y s w o l l e n o u t ! P h e w ! 
D r e a d f u l s i m p l y ! C h i l d ' s h e a d too b i g : for ­
ceps. D o u b l e d u p i n s i d e her t r y i n g to butt 
its w a y o u t b l i n d l y , g r o p i n g for the w a y 
o u t . K i l l m e that w o u l d . L u c k y M o l l y got 
over hers l i g h t l y . T h e y o u g h t to i n v e n t 
s o m e t h i n g to s top that . L i f e w i t h h a r d 
l a b o u r . T w i l i g h t - s l e e p i d e a : Q u e e n V i c t o ­
r i a was g i v e n that. N i n e she h a d . A g o o d 
layer . 5 

P o r t r a i t s o f M i n a at h a r d l a b o r vary i n style 
t h r o u g h this n o v e l , v i v i d l y d e s c r i b i n g her tra­
v a i l , the p h y s i c i a n ' s i n t e r v e n t i o n , a n d the f i n a l 
transcendence of n e w m o t h e r h o o d . She is i m a ­
g i n e d at o n e p o i n t " p l e a d i n g her b e l l y , a n d n o w 
o n the stools , p o o r b o d y , t w o days past her t e r m , 
the m i d w i v e s sore p u t to i t a n d can ' t de l iver , she 
q u e a s y for a b o w l of r i c e s l o p that is a s h r e w d 
d r i e r u p of the ins ides a n d her breath very heavy 
m o r e t h a n g o o d a n d s h o u l d be a b u l l y b o y f r o m 
the k n o c k s they say, b u t G o d g ive her s o o n 
i s s u e . " U l t i m a t e l y , " t h e s k i l l a n d pat ience of the 
p h y s i c i a n . . . [ b r i n g ] a b o u t a h a p p y accouchement. 
It h a d been a weary w h i l e f o r p a t i e n t a n d d o c t o r . 
A l l that s u r g i c a l s k i l l c o u l d d o was d o n e a n d the 
brave w o m a n h a d m a n f u l l y h e l p e d . " M i n a is 
t h e n descr ibed w i t h " m o t h e r l i g h t i n her eyes... 
i n the f irst b l o o m of her n e w m o t h e r h o o d , brea­
t h i n g a s i l ent prayer of t h a n k s g i v i n g to O n e 
above , the U n i v e r s a l H u s b a n d . " 6 M i n a ' s b i r ­
t h i n g exper ience is e x e m p l a r y i n a l l respects. She 
suffers ter r ib ly ; her m i d w i v e s t o i l i n v a i n ; t h e n a 
p h y s i c i a n arr ives to s k i l l f u l l y achieve the d e l i v ­
ery; a n d , after h i s i n t e r v e n t i o n , the n e w m o t h e r 
lapses i n t o m a t e r n a l bl iss . 



L a t e r , M i n a ' s m o t h e r h o o d is e c l i p s e d , i n s p i r ­
i n g t h o u g h it m a y be, by the m o t h e r h o o d of 
B l o o m h i m s e l f . T h r o u g h o u t the n o v e l , he v a c i l l ­
ates b e t w e e n a n n o u n c i n g o f c h i l d b i r t h , " K i l l me 
that w o u l d , " a n d r e v e a l i n g h i s o p p o s i t e desire, 
" O , I so w a n t to be a m o t h e r . " H e is decreed b o t h 
" b i s e x u a l l y a b n o r m a l , " a n d " a f i n i s h e d e x a m ­
p l e of the n e w w o m a n l y m a n . " U l t i m a t e l y , he is 
dec lared " a b o u t to have a b a b y . " C o l l e c t i o n s are 
t a k e n u p f o r h i m , w o m e n f a i n t , a n d , as he 
embraces the m i d w i f e t i g h t l y , he "bears e i g h t 
m a l e y e l l o w a n d w h i t e c h i l d r e n " — a l l o f w h o m 
"are i m m e d i a t e l y a p p o i n t e d to p o s i t i o n s of h i g h 
p u b l i c t rus t . " B l o o m ' s o f f s p r i n g , b o r n w i t h o u t 
a i d of p h y s i c i a n , are spec ia l m a l e creat ions . N o t 
o n l y are they p h y s i c a l l y di f ferent , but a lso they 
w i l l no t p a r t a k e of " t h e dus t that g r i p e t h o n 
every m a n that is b o r n of w o m a n . " 7 

E x c e p t for B l o o m ' s , the b i r t h scenes of Tris­
tram Shandy a n d Ulysses c lear ly reflect obstetr i ­
c a l advances t h e n a v a i l a b l e . T h e i n v e n t i o n of 
forceps a n d anesthesia n o t e d i n these nove l s 
b r i n g obstetrics several steps closer to the tech­
n i q u e s of o ther branches of m e d i c i n e . U l t i ­
m a t e l y , as the t w e n t i e t h century begins , so does a 
r a d i c a l l y d i f ferent type of c h i l d b i r t h . A treatise 
o n t w i l i g h t sleep, t i t led Painless Childbirth a n d 
p u b l i s h e d i n 1915, argues : " I n a w a y , w o m e n ' s 
m o t h e r h o o d l a g g i n g b e h i n d w i t h obstetrics, the 
m o s t t r a d i t i o n a l of the m e d i c a l sciences, has h a d 
some e lements of the b r u t a l p h y s i c a l experiences 
of the savage. B u t the day of that is o v e r . . . " 8 

T w e n t y - c e n t u r y c h i l d b i r t h becomes a m e d i c a l 
exper ience , a n d the g o a l of the p r a c t i t i o n e r is to 
elevate its status by d i m i n i s h i n g its r i sk a n d 
p a i n . F o r m a n y w o m e n , a f u r t h e r g o a l is to raise 
the i r o w n s o c i a l status by o b l i t e r a t i n g the savag­
ery of u n m e d i c a t e d b i r t h . 

T h e female a u t h o r s of Painless Childbirth 
d e f i n e the t r a d i t i o n a l p r o b l e m of obstetrics i n 
m e m o r a b l e terms. T h e y w r i t e : " P a i n f u l c h i l d ­
b i r t h was the w o r s t p u n i s h m e n t G o d c o u l d 
devise for w o m a n . A d a m ' s par t i n the curse of 
G e n e s i s has been p a r t l y l i f t e d by [ s u r g i c a l ] 

anaesthesia . Eve 's r e m a i n s . S i n c e the b i r t h rate 
of a l l c o u n t r i e s e q u a l s , of m o s t surpasses, the 
d e a t h rate, the s u m of s u f f e r i n g t h r o u g h b i r t h 
b o r n e by o n e sex surpasses the s u m of s u f f e r i n g 
by death shared by b o t h . " 9 T h e d i r e c t i o n of m e d ­
i c a l science seemed c lear n o w that forceps a n d 
c h l o r o f o r m h a d p o i n t e d the w a y . O b s t e t r i c i a n s ' 
t h i n k i n g w o u l d have to c h a n g e . N o l o n g e r 
w o u l d they be a l l o w e d to decree there was " n o 
m o r e p l e a s i n g s ight t h a n that of a s t r o n g , h e a l t h y 
w o m a n g i v i n g b i r t h to a large first c h i l d i n s t r o n g 
a n d p a i n f u l b i r t h p a n g s . " Instead, they w o u l d 
have to see p a i n as " u n d e s i r a b l e , [and] n o t o n l y 
o n h u m a n i t a r i a n b u t o n s c i e n t i f i c g r o u n d s , " 1 0 

because of its interference w i t h the b i r t h process. 
O f course , s u c h changes i n t h i n k i n g w o u l d n o t 
o c c u r as eas i ly or q u i c k l y as t e c h n o l o g i c a l 
advances m i g h t a l l o w . Nevertheless , a v i s i o n of 
c h i l d b e a r i n g w i t h o u t b r u t a l i t y a n d w i t h respect 
for m o t h e r a n d i n f a n t n o w seemed to h i n g e 
u p o n sc ient i f i c a c h i e v e m e n t . 

F o r c e p s a n d anesthesia h a d a n o t h e r effect o n 
obs te t r i ca l pract ice . T h o u g h the r a n k s of female 
b i r t h a t tendants grew i n n u m b e r t h r o u g h o u t the 
n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y , the i r p r o f e s s i o n was b e i n g 
s u b s u m e d by t r a d i t i o n a l m e d i c i n e . S u r g i c a l i n ­
s t r u m e n t s a n d anesthesia c o u l d be used l e g a l l y 
o n l y by surgeons , i n o ther w o r d s , o n l y by m e n . 
T h i s restr ic t ion under l ies the controversy between 
T r i s t r a m ' s m o t h e r a n d father a n d gives L a w ­
rence Sterne a n o p p o r t u n i t y to r i d i c u l e b o t h 
m i d w i f e a n d sc ient i f i c o p e r a t o r . T h r o u g h o u t 
the e i g h t e e n t h c e n t u r y , m a l e m e d i c a l p r a c t i t i o n ­
ers f o u g h t anc ient t r a d i t i o n s that p r o h i b i t e d 
the i r t o u c h i n g a n o t h e r m a n ' s w i f e a n d l a b e l l e d 
s u c h care beneath the d i g n i t y o f a p h y s i c i a n . 
D u r i n g the n i n e t e e n t h a n d ear ly t w e n t i e t h cen­
tur ies , m i d w i v e s a n d obs te t r i c ians a p p e a r to 
coex is t t h r o u g h o u t E n g l a n d a n d A m e r i c a ; h o w ­
ever, the m a l e p r a c t i t i o n e r is c l e a r l y i n c h a r g e . 1 1 

T h u s , i n Ulysses, the " h a p p y accouchement" of 
M i n a P u r e f o y is c red i ted to the l a s t - m i n u t e sur­
g i c a l s k i l l of the pat ient p h y s i c i a n . 



B o t h Tristram Shandy a n d Ulysses d e p i c t the 
t e n u o u s reversals o f t r a d i t i o n a l b i r t h - r i t e roles . 
M e n are p l a c e d i n c h a r g e because the b i r t h s are 
" d i f f i c u l t , " a n d the o n l y effective m i d w i f e is o l d 
M r s . T h o r n t o n as she attends B l o o m h i m s e l f . 
T h o u g h T r i s t r a m ' s father says that w o m e n 
c l a i m s o v e r e i g n t y i n a l l matters p e r t a i n i n g to 
c h i l d b i r t h , h i s w i f e is n o t even v i s i b l e , far less 
a u t h o r i t a t i v e , t h r o u g h o u t the f a m i l y d i s c u s s i o n s . 
I n M i n a P u r e f o y ' s case, a d e b i l i t a t i n g l a b o r m a g ­
i c a l l y becomes a "happy accouchement" i n 
w h i c h she " m a n f u l l y h e l p e d . " T h i s t r a n s f o r m a ­
t i o n o c c u r s w h e n " a l l that s u r g i c a l [male ] s k i l l 
c o u l d d o was d o n e , " a n d the resul t is " m o t h e r -
l i g h t " i n her n o t - e v e n - t i r e d eyes. B l o o m ' s mater­
n i t y , w h i c h is o b v i o u s l y d r a w n as a m o c k e r y , 
becomes clearer a g a i n s t the b a c k d r o p of o ther 
c h i l d b i r t h scenes. H e too, hears the at tendant ' s 
t i m e - h o n o r e d r e f r a i n : " E m b r a c e m e t i g h t , dear. 
Y o u ' l l s o o n be over i t . " It does n o t k i l l h i m , as he 
i m a g i n e s i t w i l l , a n d he is ab le to b r i n g f o r t h l i fe , 
a l b e i t i n ra ther s t range f o r m . B l o o m is i n t e n d e d 
to be every m a n w h o suffers " s o m u c h p a i n s i n 
b e g e t t i n g a c h i l d , " as T r i s t r a m ' s father does. H e 
is the n e w A d a m r e t e l l i n g the c r e a t i o n story i n 
w h i c h the father is caused to g i v e b i r t h . 

M a n y s o c i a l scientists h a v e traced pat terns of 
m o t h e r - l o v e , m o t h e r - e n v y , a n d mother - fear w i t h ­
i n o l d a n d n e w c i v i l i z a t i o n s . 1 2 T h e r e is n o need 
to c a t a l o g u e t h e m here, b u t the effect o f s u c h 
pat terns o n l i terary c h i l d b i r t h is c r u c i a l . C u l t u ­
r a l pat terns a n d l i t e rary p o r t r a y a l s n a t u r a l l y 
r e i n f o r c e o n e a n o t h e r . A s M i c h e l e M u r r a y p o i n t s 
o u t , " l i t e r a t u r e does n o t te l l us s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d l y 
a b o u t the l i f e of its t imes so m u c h as it does a b o u t 
h o w the i m a g i n a t i o n perceives the f l o w of 
b o u n d a r i e s , the events i n t i m e f r o m w h i c h 
m e a n i n g w a s d r a w n . " 1 3 A s h l e y M o n t a g u argues 
s p e c i f i c a l l y t h a t . " . . c h i l d b i r t h has b e e n s u r ­
r o u n d e d by so m a n y m y t h s a n d myster ies a n d 
d a n g e r s that m o s t w o m e n i n the W e s t e r n w o r l d 
h a v e u n t i l recent ly rare ly a p p r o a c h e d the event 
w i t h o u t f o r e b o d i n g a n d a n x i e t y — a n d this h o l d s 
true for the s y m p a t h e t i c h u s b a n d , t o o . " 1 4 

W h a t are the effects u p o n o u r l i terature? M o s t 
o f ten , c h i l d b i r t h is descr ibed by a n observer, 
ra ther t h a n by a p a r t i c i p a n t . T h a t observer m a y 
be a father, f r i e n d o r p h y s i c i a n , p e r h a p s even a 
" s h e , " b u t n o t the m o t h e r herself. C h i l d b i r t h 
r e m a i n s , t h e n , a r e m o v e d e x p e r i e n c e ra ther t h a n 
a n i m m e d i a t e l y shared one . It is i n t e r e s t i n g to 
contrast this l i t e rary prac t i ce of o b s e r v i n g c h i l d ­
b i r t h to the prac t i ce of d i rec t ly s h a r i n g a charac ­
ter's dea th i n f i c t i o n . W e are o f ten p e r m i t t e d to 
i m a g i n e t h r o u g h the d y i n g character a real expe­
r ience of dea th , but w e are s e l d o m i n v i t e d to 
share v i c a r i o u s l y i n the c o n s c i o u s n e s s of a 
w o m a n e x p e r i e n c i n g b i r t h . M i c h e l e M u r r a y ' s 
o b s e r v a t i o n that l i t e ra ture reveals, n o t l i f e d i r ­
ect ly , but l i f e a c c o r d i n g to a p a r t i c u l a r i m a g i n a ­
t i o n ' s p e r c e p t i o n c a n be u s e f u l l y ex tended here. 
She w o n d e r s w h y the e q u a l i t y that w o m e n i n 
l i te ra ture seem to have w i t h m e n i n l i t e ra ture 
does not carry over i n t o l i f e . W i t h r e g a r d to this 
l i t e rary exper ience , h o w e v e r , her p o s i t i o n seems 
i n a c c u r a t e . B i r t h i n g characters are n o t e q u a l . 
W o m e n i n l i t e ra ture d o not tel l their o w n c h i l d ­
b i r t h stories. C e r t a i n l y , there are n u m e r o u s b i r t h 
scenes i n recent f i c t i o n , but the m a n n e r of their 
p r e s e n t a t i o n , w h e n h e l d u p a g a i n s t f i c t i o n a l 
representa t ions of o ther l i f e exper ience , is d i s a p ­
p o i n t i n g . T h e y are s e c o n d - h a n d rather t h a n 
i m m e d i a t e . 

O b s e r v a t i o n s of the exper ience of c h i l d b i r t h 
are l i k e w i s e l i m i t e d by c u l t u r a l pat terns a l ready 
i n b r e d a n d accepted as true. T h e resul t of s u c h 
l i m i t a t i o n is that c h i l d b i r t h i n o u r l i t e ra ture is 
s t i l l presented as it was t r a d i t i o n a l l y t h o u g h t to 
have been, w i t h l i t t l e v a r i a t i o n u p o n the theme. 
P e r s o n s i m m e d i a t e l y i n v o l v e d i n the exper ience 
are de f ined a c c o r d i n g to c u l t u r a l patterns a l ready 
l e a r n e d . T h e r e f o r e , l i terary m o t h e r s tend to vary 
o n l y a c c o r d i n g to a n c i e n t spec i f i ca t ions , s w i n g ­
i n g w i t h the p e n d u l u m of w o m a n ' s l egendary 
d o u b l e i m a g e f r o m p o w e r f u l mother -goddess to 
c h i l d l i k e , s l a v e l i k e temptress. T h e c h i l d b o r n is 
a l s o d e n i e d p e r s o n a l i t y traits, u s u a l l y descr ibed 
s u c k i n g at the breast, a n d seen as a n e x t e n s i o n of 
the m o t h e r ' s p e r s o n . If the b i r t h scene is used 



s y m b o l i c a l l y , the m o t h e r m a y be g r a n t e d her 
a l l - p o w e r f u l , mother -goddess i m a g e . M i n a P u r e -
foy is o n e s u c h e x a m p l e o f " t h e f irst b l o o m of 
n e w m o t h e r h o o d . " I n m o r e rea l i s t i c f i c t i o n , 
s u c h as Tristram Shandy, w h e r e the m o t h e r 
m u s t a c t u a l l y be dealt w i t h i n the p l o t , she is 
g e n e r a l l y c h i l d l i k e a n d very power less . It is e v i ­
dent i n l i terary c h i l d b i r t h scenes that " A l l the 
adject ives used to descr ibe w o m a n m a k e it 
a p p a r e n t . . . she is not the e q u a l of m a n : she m a y 
be s u p e r n a t u r a l , she m a y be c h i l d l i k e — s h e is 
b o t h m o r e a n d less t h a n m a n , " 1 5 yet she is rarely 
a n y t h i n g b e y o n d a stock character . 

T w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y c h i l d b i r t h scenes reveal 
that this phase of h u m a n exper ience has n o t 
rea l ly benef i ted f r o m l i terary or m e d i c a l " p r o ­
gress . " W e m a y get closer to the b i r t h c h a m b e r i n 
m o r e recent f i c t i o n , b u t the exper ience itself 
r e m a i n s e n t r a p p e d i n c u l t u r a l snares. I n spite of 
science, c h i l d b i r t h r e m a i n s " t h e great l i terary 
' e x e m p l u m ' of p a i n . " 1 6 I n a d d i t i o n , p e r h a p s 
because of science a n d the m a l e obs te t r i c ian , 
c h i l d b i r t h r e m a i n s that par t of w o m a n ' s " v e r y 
bas ic w o r l d , so essent ial to h u m a n existence that 
art c a n n o t d o w i t h o u t i t , 1 7 yet so p o w e r f u l a n d 
t h r e a t e n i n g to " m a n ' s " w o r l d that he strives to 
c o n t r o l it i n h i s o w n l i terary terms. 

P e r h a p s the most r e n o w n e d twent ie th -century 
a u t h o r s to e x e m p l i f y these aspects of l i t e rary 
c h i l d b i r t h scenes are D . H . L a w r e n c e a n d Ernes t 
H e m i n g w a y . G e n e r a l l y , L a w r e n c e is c o n d e m n e d 
for d e f i n i n g h is female characters ' h a p p i n e s s i n 
terms of the i r eager s u b m i s s i o n to h u s b a n d o r 
s e x u a l par tner . A n i n t e r e s t i n g reversal of this 
o c c u r s i n a n ear ly n o v e l , The Rainbow, a n d 
suggests the sort of c u l t u r a l basis f r o m w h i c h 
L a w r e n c e deve lops . I n this n o v e l d e a l i n g w i t h 
n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y changes i n f a m i l y s tructure , 
e c o n o m y , c h u r c h , a n d society, A n n a a n d W i l l 
B r a n g w e n e m b o d y separate female a n d m a l e 
w o r l d s . T h e y coexis t i n the b l i n d acceptance of 
each other a n d f i n d m e a n i n g for the i r l ives i n 
s e x u a l u n i o n . T h e n , A n n a gives b i r t h to a c h i l d , 

U r s u l a . T h e c h a p t e r d e s c r i b i n g the b i r t h is t i t l e d 
" A n n a V i c t r i x . " T h e text is as f o l l o w s : 

T h e p a i n s c a m e o n , a n d O h — h o w she 
c r i e d ! S h e w o u l d have h i m stay w i t h her . 
A n d after her l o n g cries she w o u l d l o o k at 
h i m , w i t h tears i n her eyes a n d a s o b b i n g 
l a u g h o n her face, s a y i n g : 'I d o n ' t m i n d i t 
r e a l l y . ' 

S o far, she appears the t y p i c a l V i c t o r i a n mistress , 
t h e n : 

It w a s b a d e n o u g h . B u t to her i t w a s 
never d e a t h l y . E v e n the f ierce t e a r i n g p a i n 
w a s e x h i l a r a t i n g . She screamed a n d suffe­
red . . .She k n e w she was w i n n i n g , w i n n i n g , 
she was a l w a y s w i n n i n g , w i t h each onset of 
p a i n she was nearer to v i c t o r y . 

P r o b a b l y he suffered m o r e t h a n she d i d . 
H e was n o t s h o c k e d o r h o r r i f i e d . B u t he 
was screwed very t i g h t i n the vise of suffer­
i n g . 

It was a g i r l . . . A s she became used to her 
b l i ss , she l o o k e d at the y o u t h w i t h g l o w i n g , 
u n s e e i n g eyes, a n d s a i d : ' A n n a V i c t r i x . ' 

H e w e n t a w a y , t r e m b l i n g , a n d s lept . T o 
her , her p a i n s were the w o u n d - s m a r t o f a 
v i c t o r , she was the p r o u d e r . 

L a w r e n c e " h e r o e s " c a n n o t accept the p o w e r of 
the f e m a l e i n c h i l d b i r t h . A s o n e c r i t i c notes, 
" L a t e r L a w r e n c e f o u n d h i s revenge: h i s m o s t 
v i r i l e f igures v o l u n t a r i l y a b s t a i n f r o m father­
h o o d , t h u s d e p r i v i n g the f e m a l e of w h a t she 
m o s t w a n t s . . . s o as to prevent the f e m a l e f r o m 
t r i u m p h i n g . " 1 9 

E r n e s t H e m i n g w a y , L a w r e n c e ' s associate i n 
m a l e - d o m i n a t e d f i c t i o n , p r o v i d e s c h i l d b i r t h 
scenes w h i c h offer w o m a n ' s a l ternat ive i m a g e — 
o n e of helplessness a n d i m p o t e n c e . H e m i n g w a y 
m a k e s use of m e d i c a l science, the h o s p i t a l a n d 
the d o c t o r to foster h i s p u r p o s e . T h e f i n a l c h a p ­
ter of A Farewell to Arms offers, i n contras t to 
L a w r e n c e ' s fearsome A n n a , the l o v e l y , b r o k e n 



C a t h e r i n e w h o dies w i t h her c h i l d f o l l o w i n g 
C e a s a r e a n d e l i v e r y . S h e a p p r o a c h e s the b i r t h 
" g l a d i t ' s s t a r t e d , " n o t because she senses a n y 
v i c t o r y , b u t because " N o w i n a l i t t l e w h i l e it w i l l 
be a l l o v e r . " T h e father is c e r t a i n l y a s y m p a t h e t i c 
n a r r a t o r t h r o u g h o u t , b u t he is r e m o v e d s t i l l . H e 
a n d the d o c t o r are very c a r e f u l l y descr ibed as they 
g o a b o u t the r o u t i n e of l i f e — h a v i n g breakfast 
a n d l u n c h , s m o k i n g cigarettes. I n the cafe, he 
w o n d e r s " h o w m a n y c h i l d r e n the w o m a n [at the 
c o u n t e r ] h a d a n d w h a t i t h a d been l i k e . " C a t h e ­
r i n e ' s l a b o r , i n a b i l i t y to d e l i v e r a n d e v e n t u a l 
d e a t h are r e c o g n i z e d to be " t h e p r i c e y o u p a i d for 
s l e e p i n g together . . . the e n d of the t r a p . . . w h a t 
p e o p l e got for l o v i n g each o t h e r . " 2 0 

" I n d i a n C a m p , " a H e m i n g w a y short story, 
presents a n a n a l o g o u s b i r t h scene. T h e m o t h e r 
a g a i n is forced to have " a C a e s a r e a n [ this t ime] 
w i t h a j a c k - k n i f e , " b u t it is success ful , so that the 
d o c t o r a n d o ther m e n present c a n feel " e x a l t e d 
a n d t a l k a t i v e as f o o t b a l l p layers are i n the dress­
i n g r o o m after a g a m e . " T h e d o c t o r is the f o c a l 
p o i n t o f h i s n a r r a t o r - s o n ' s d e s c r i p t i o n o f the 
event . A f e m a l e I n d i a n a t t e n d a n t is d i s p l a c e d to 
the k i t c h e n to b o i l water , l e a v i n g d o c t o r a n d s o n , 
the father-to-be, a n o t h e r I n d i a n brave a n d the 
n a r r a t o r ' s U n c l e G e o r g e at the scene. D u r i n g the 
surgery , w i t h o u t benef i t of anesthes ia , U n c l e 
G e o r g e labels this m o t h e r a " D a m n s q u a w 
b i t c h " for b i t i n g h i s a r m w h i l e he h o l d s her 
d o w n , a n d the I n d i a n w h o is a l s o h o l d i n g 
l a u g h s w i t h h i m . T h e m o t h e r ' s screams are 
d e c l a r e d " n o t i m p o r t a n t " by the d o c t o r , w h o 
does n o t hear t h e m "because they are n o t i m p o r ­
t a n t . " H i s f i n a l c h o r e is " t o have a l o o k at the 
p r o u d father [since] they're u s u a l l y the w o r s t 
sufferers i n these l i t t l e a f f a i r s . " T h e father h a d 
been present a l l the w h i l e i n a b u n k above the 
m o t h e r , a n d that is w h e r e the d o c t o r f i n d s h i m , 
before he c a n h i d e h i m f r o m h i s son 's eyes, w i t h 
h i s throat s l i t . S u c h is the o u t c o m e of w h a t the 
d o c t o r c a l l s " a n a w f u l m e s s to p u t y o u 
t h r o u g h . " 2 1 

T h e l i terary t e c h n i q u e of v i e w i n g c h i l d b i r t h 
t h r o u g h the eyes o f the o b s t e t r i c i a n is a p o p u l a r 
A m e r i c a n m o t i f n o t l i m i t e d to H e m i n g w a y . It 
p r o v i d e s a n o b v i o u s n a r r a t i v e m e t h o d for m a l e 
c o n t r o l of the f e m a l e exper ience . The Cry and 
the Covenant, a n o v e l by M o r t o n T h o m p s o n , 
traces the w o r k of Ignaz P h i l i p p S e m m e l w e i s , 
the obs te t r i c ian w h o d iscovered c h i l d b i r t h fever 
to be sepsis, a n d offers f a s c i n a t i n g v iews of b i r t h 
t h r o u g h the eyes of scientists . T h e w o m e n w h o 
p o p u l a t e the l a b o r w a r d s of the n o v e l are c o n ­
sistent i n the i r c h i l d l i k e a n d he lp less i m a g e s . I n 
o n e m e m o r a b l e scene a g r o u p of t h e m is p o r ­
trayed b e g g i n g the y o u n g d o c t o r S e m m e l w e i s to 
let t h e m leave the h o s p i t a l a n d thus a v o i d the 
threat of c h i l d b i r t h fever. T h e i r entreaty c o m e s 
to h i m w h i l e they " s l i p p e d [ f r o m their beds] to 
the f l o o r , d r a g g e d the i r be l l ies b i g w i t h c h i l d 
over the f l o o r to h i s feet. A s he watches , " H i s 
heart c r i e d o u t to let t h e m g o . H i s s ick b e i n g 
c r i e d to g o w i t h t h e m . " I n defense, he pract ices 
s c i e n t i f i c d i s a s s o c i a t i o n . F o r a w h i l e , " H e . . . a -
v o i d e d l o o k i n g d i r e c t l y i n t o a n y w o m a n ' s eyes. 
H e . . . m a d e h i m s e l f o b l i v i o u s to the s o u n d of 
p a i n , to cries, to m o a n s , to entreaties, a n d to 
w e e p i n g . . . H e s t r u g g l e d to disassociate h i m s e l f . . . 
H e s t r u g g l e d to b l o t o u t the scene i n the w a r d . . . 
[but] it n i b b l e d endless ly at the edges of h i s 
c o n s c i o u s n e s s 2 2 . " 

S e m m e l w e i s becomes the h u m a n i t a r i a n - w i t h -
a-cause w h o devotes h i m s e l f to a l l e v i a t i n g their 
m i s e r y . H e does not accept the edict that " N o 
w o m e n i n the w o r l d get m o r e a t t e n t i o n , m o r e 
s c i e n t i f i c c a r e , " s i m p l y because science a n d 
society have n o w d e c i d e d to m a k e use of v a g i n a l 
e x a m i n a t i o n . T h o u g h the d e v e l o p m e n t of science 
is descr ibed i n this n o v e l by images of i n t e g r a ­
t i o n ( " In this era, this i n t e r v a l of m a n , synthesis 
b e g a n a c l o t t i n g , a n i s l a n d i n g , a n a g g l u t i n a ­
t i o n " ) , the d o c t o r h i m s e l f suffers f r a g m e n t a t i o n . 
" P e o p l e are n o l o n g e r p e o p l e . T h e y are o r g a n s 
a n d diseases a n d s y m p t o m s , c h e m i c a l s . A n d 
the i r faces are messages w h i c h we, the i n i t i a t e , 
c a n read, a n d I have k n o w l e d g e that makes me 
o n e of a g r o u p , apar t f r o m t h e m . M y o w n f a m i l y , 



e v e n . " 2 3 H e becomes the v i c t i m of h i s o w n d i s c i ­
p l i n e , h is o w n means of c o n t r o l . 

A c u r i o u s pat tern emerges i n this n o v e l i n v o l v ­
i n g a n d j u x t a p o s i n g the f r a g m e n t a r y images 
used for the doctors w i t h the c e l l u l a r images used 
to depic t b i r t h itself. T h e w o m e n are seen s h a k e n 
by l o n e l i n e s s a n d fear, " t o be the d w e l l i n g of 
s u c h i n e x o r a b l e t h i n g s , w a i t i n g , e n d u r i n g a n d 
u n n e e d e d a n d a l o n e . " They are u n n e e d e d s ince 
the process occurs " i n the t imelessnessof the c e l l ; 
the c e l l [is then] the w o m a n , herse l f . " She is " n o t 
even a n i n s t r u m e n t o r a spectator, b u t o t h e r 
tissues, e l s e w h e r e . " Indeed, the n o v e l ' s f irst sent­
ence reads, " T h e uterus of the w o m a n o n the bed 
cont rac ted a c c o r d i n g to its c e l l u l a r i n t e l l i g e n c e . 
W i t h o u t c o m m a n d . . . " T h o s e i n c o m m a n d , a lbei t 
i n a f r a g m e n t a r y sense, are the doctors . W h e n D r . 
S e m m e l w e i s d e l i v e r e d h is pat ients successful ly , 
he " g r i n n e d . . . w a l k e d o n the ba l l s of his feet, 
s p r i n g i l y . . . [ a n d ] was e x h i l a r a t e d , h a p p y w i t h 
the w o r l d . : 2 4 

O n e t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y p h y s i c i a n a n d w r i t e r 
w h o is ab le to integrate the roles of m o t h e r , 
d o c t o r , father, a n d other at tendants at the r i te of 
b i r t h is W i l l i a m C a r l o s W i l l i a m s . T w o of h i s 
short stories d e a l i n g w i t h c h i l d b i r t h reveal cer­
t a i n t echniques w h i c h a l l o w h i m to m o l d sensi­
tive l i terary por t raya ls . O d d l y e n o u g h , he chooses 
i n b o t h " C o m e d y E n t o m b e d " a n d " A N i g h t i n 
J u n e " to f o r g o the h o s p i t a l as b i r t h p l a c e , even 
t h o u g h he a d m i t s , " O n e gets not to de l iver 
w o m e n at h o m e n o w a d a y s . T h e h o s p i t a l is the 
p l a c e for i t . T h e e q u i p m e n t is far b e t t e r . " 2 5 N o n ­
etheless, i n b o t h stories, t h o u g h the events take 
p lace i n very dif ferent h o u s e h o l d s , the p h y s i c i a n -
n a r r a t o r is a i d e d by h i s a t m o s p h e r e ; i t c a l m s h i m 
a n d bids h i m to w a i t the b i r t h o u t . A l t h o u g h the 
c l e a n a n d o r d e r l y h o m e of " A N i g h t i n J u n e " 
contrasts s h a r p l y w i t h the h o m e of " C o m e d y 
E n t o m b e d , " w h e r e he c a n n o t f i n d a c l e a n p l a c e 
to leave h is coat a n d a l l is " d i s o r d e r a n d b r o k e n -
ness , " b o t h d o m i c i l e s be l ie h i s interference. H e 
speaks of t h e m b o t h as q u i e t , l o v e l y , d e l i c i o u s , 
peacefu l . 

R e l a t i v e s present i n the h o m e , fathers, c h i l d ­
r e n , a n d i n " A N i g h t i n J u n e , " a s i s t e r - i n - l a w , 
are g e n e r a l l y descr ibed as i n t r u s i v e . W i l l i a m s 
d e p i c t s c h i l d b i r t h as a m o t h e r a n d d o c t o r event. 
H e uses o n e c h i l d i n each f a m i l y , h o w e v e r , to 
r e i n f o r c e those spec ia l q u a l i t i e s w h i c h are to be 
e n j o y e d i n their m o t h e r s . I n " A N i g h t i n J u n e , " 
he chooses the three -year -o ld boy w h o sleeps 
n e x t to A n g e l i n a t h r o u g h o u t the b i r t h , s t i r r i n g 
b u t n o t a w a k e n i n g w h e n the n e w baby f irst cries. 
I n " C o m e d y E n t o m b e d , " a ten-year o l d b o y 
greets the d o c t o r w i t h a s i l l y shy e x p r e s s i o n , 
watches over h i s m o t h e r , a n d later p r o m p t s the 
d o c t o r to r e c a l l : " I t w a s o d d to see that ra ther 
a m u s e d e x p r e s s i o n o n her face. W h o m d i d she 
r e m i n d m e of? O h yes, the w o g g l e - h e a d e d k i d 
d o w n s t a i r s . C l o w n s , the t w o of t h e m . " 2 6 It is the 
c l o w n w i t h i n the m o t h e r of " C o m e d y E n ­
t o m b e d , " a n d the c o u r a g e o u s c a l m of A n g e l i n a 
w h i c h attract the doctor . 

A s the r e l a t i o n s h i p between doc tor a n d m o t h e r 
d e v e l o p s a l o n g w i t h the l a b o r , i t is a p p a r e n t that 
the d o c t o r is n o t i n charge . I n " C o m e d y E n ­
t o m b e d , " he sees h i m s e l f w i t h the father as a w k ­
w a r d accessories to the event; " W e m e n s t o o d l i k e 
a c o u p l e of goofs w a t c h i n g h e r . " 2 7 L i k e w i s e , i n 
" A N i g h t i n J u n e , " he keeps to the k i t c h e n w i t h 
the father u n t i l needed, a n d the b i r t h is a c h i e v e d 
w h e n " T h e w o m a n a n d [he] t h e n got to w o r k . " 
A t that p o i n t , the d o c t o r a c k n o w l e d g e s " t h i s 
w o m a n i n her present c o n d i t i o n w o u l d h a v e 
seemed r e p u l s i v e to m e ten years a g o — n o w , 
p o o r s o u l , I see her to be c l e a n as a c o w that 
calves . T h e f lesh of m y a r m lay a g a i n s t the f lesh 
of her knee g r a t e f u l l y . It was I w h o w a s b e i n g 
c o m f o r t e d a n d s o o t h e d . " 2 8 

I n l i k e m a n n e r , the s o m e t i m e s - a t t e n d i n g p h y ­
s i c i a n i n J e s s a m y n West 's n o v e l Leafy Rivers 
p r a y s w h i l e he rides u p to the h o u s e after the 
b i r t h has o c c u r r e d that the m o t h e r L e a f y has n o t 
d i e d . H e a d m i t s h i s p r a y e r to be s e l f i s h , m o r e f o r 
h i m t h a n for L e a f y , b u t he is not a s h a m e d of h i s 
very h u m a n standards . L e a f y spends the ent i re 
n o v e l , a p e r i o d of t w o days , g i v i n g b i r t h to her 



daughter . M i d w a y , D r . J u n e D a u b e n h e y e r decides 
that the c h i l d m u s t be t a k e n f r o m her . H e exi ts 
her r o o m , t h i n k i n g that she is u n c o n s c i o u s , 
w h e n the g r a n d m o t h e r a n d father- to-be a n ­
n o u n c e that they c a n n o t order the c h i l d k i l l e d . 
A f t e r h e a r i n g o u t the w h o l e d i s c u s s i o n ( w h i c h 
i n c l u d e s her h u s b a n d ' s d e c l a r a t i o n that he c o u l d 
n o t k i l l w h a t he bel ieves to be a n o t h e r m a n ' s 
c h i l d ) , L e a f y " c o m e s t o " a n d ye l l s , " I t 's n o t 
Y a n d e r ' s b a b y . . . A n d I c a n have i t . " 2 9 T h e n she 
does. F i n a l scenes r e u n i t e m o t h e r , father, d o c t o r 
a n d re lat ives to share the i r v i s i o n s a n d d e s c r i p ­
t i o n s o f the n e w c h i l d R e n a . A l o n g the w a y , 
J e s s a m y n West creates a r e c o g n i z a b l e character 
for L e a f y a n d , b e y o n d that , a l l o w s her to narra te 
her o w n story o f R e n a ' s b i r t h . 

I n t e r e s t i n g p a r a l l e l s l i n k West 's a n d W i l l i ­
a m s ' c h i l d b i r t h scenes. I n each, the m o t h e r is the 
focus o f a l l characters ' a t tent ions , a n d the se t t ing 
for the event is d e c i d e d l y n o n - m e d i c a l . I n each , 
the m o t h e r c l a i m s the r i g h t o f d e c i d i n g — t o 
q u o t e T r i s t r a m S h a n d y — " i n w h o s e h a n d s a n d 
i n w h a t f a s h i o n " the b i r t h s h a l l o c c u r . Images of 
obs te t r i ca l s p e c i a l i z a t i o n a n d d e p e r s o n a l i z a t i o n 
d o n o t emerge ; ra ther , i n t e g r a t i o n of characters , 
set t ings a n d events p r e v a i l s . I n these scenes, f i c ­
t i o n a n d m e d i c i n e are focused to r e i n f o r c e each 
other . 

A m o r e t y p i c a l m i d - t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y c h i l d ­
b i r t h scene is d e p i c t e d by S y l v i a P l a t h i n The 
Bell Jar. T h i s a n t i s e p t i c , p a i n l e s s , n o - r i s k c h i l d ­
b i r t h is d e s i g n e d to teach the h e r o i n e E s t h e r 
G r e e n w o o d that she " o u g h t n ' t to see this . . . Y o u ' l l 
never w a n t to h a v e a baby i f y o u d o . T h e y 
o u g h t n ' t to let w o m e n w a t c h . I t ' l l be the e n d of 
the h u m a n r a c e . " Es ther relates the exper ience : 

...I n o t i c e d l i t t l e d r o p s of sweat b e a d i n g 
[ W i l l ' s ] h i g h p a l e forehead. . . ' i t ' s m y f i rs t . ' 

B u d d y t o l d m e W i l l was a t h i r d - y e a r m a n 
a n d h a d to d e l i v e r e i g h t babies before he 
c o u l d graduate . . . 

I was so s t r u c k by the s i g h t of the table 
w h e r e they were l i f t i n g the w o m a n I d i d n ' t 

say a w o r d . It l o o k e d l i k e s o m e a w f u l tor­
ture table, w i t h these m e t a l s t i r r u p s s t ick­
i n g u p i n m i d - a i r at one e n d a n d a l l sorts of 
i n s t r u m e n t s a n d wires a n d tubes I c o u l d n ' t 
m a k e o u t p r o p e r l y at the other . . . 

She seemed to have n o t h i n g but a n 
e n o r m o u s spider- fa t s t o m a c h a n d t w o l i t t l e 
u g l y s p i n d l y legs p r o p p e d i n the h i g h st ir­
r u p s , a n d a l l the t i m e the baby was b e i n g 
b o r n she never s t o p p e d m a k i n g this u n h u -
m a n w h o o i n g noise . 

L a t e r B u d d y t o l d m e the w o m a n was o n 
the d r u g that w o u l d m a k e her forget s h e ' d 
h a d a n y p a i n a n d that w h e n she swore a n d 
g r o a n e d she rea l ly d i d n ' t k n o w w h a t she 
w a s d o i n g because she was i n a k i n d of 
t w i l i g h t sleep.. . 

T h e h e a d d o c t o r , w h o was s u p e r v i s i n g 
W i l l , kept s a y i n g to the w o m a n , ' P u s h 
d o w n , M r s . T o m o l i l l o , p u s h d o w n , that 's a 
g o o d g i r l , p u s h d o w n , ' a n d f i n a l l y t h r o u g h 
the s p l i t , s h a v e n p lace between her legs, 
l i v i d w i t h d i s in fec tant , I saw a d a r k fuzzy 
t h i n g appear . 

B u t the baby 's h e a d s tuck f o r s o m e rea­
s o n , a n d the d o c t o r t o l d W i l l h e ' d have to 
m a k e a cut . I h e a r d the scissors c lose d o w n 
o n the w o m a n ' s s k i n l i k e c l o t h a n d the 
b l o o d b e g a n to r u n d o w n — a fierce, b r i g h t 
red. T h e n a l l at o n c e the baby seemed to 
p o p o u t i n t o W i l l ' s h a n d s . . . a n d W i l l kept 
s a y i n g , ' I ' m g o i n g to d r o p i t , I ' m g o i n g to 
d r o p i t , I ' m g o i n g to d r o p i t , ' i n a t e r r i f i ed 
voice . . . 

I t h i n k s o m e b o d y sa id , 'It's a boy , M r s . 
T o m o l i l l o , ' but the w o m a n d i d n ' t a n s w e r 
or raise her head . 

' W e l l , h o w was i t? ' B u d d y asked w i t h a 
sat isf ied express ion . . . 

I d i d n ' t feel u p to a s k i n g h i m i f there 
were a n y other ways to have b a b i e s . 3 0 

P l a t h ' s scene h a r k e n s back to D r . S l o p ' s tes­
t i m o n y to the a s t o n i s h i n g i m p r o v e m e n t s m a d e 
i n recent m e d i c a l science. Indeed, to the a u t h o r s 
of Painless Childbirth, m e d i c a t e d l a b o r a n d 



d e l i v e r y was e m b l e m a t i c of a f u t u r e dedicated to 
h u m a n v a l u e s . T h e y w r i t e that i n the last 
m o n t h s of 1913 a n d t h r o u g h o u t 1914, " T h e 
h u m a n i z i n g of l i f e - g i v i n g was the o n l y news i n 
p e r i o d i c a l l i t e ra ture w h i c h h a d s u r v i v e d i n c o m ­
p e t i t i o n w i t h the n e w s of the b r u t a l i z i n g of 
h u m a n i t y by l i f e - d e s t r o y i n g w a r . T h e t w o th ings 
s t o o d out s t r i k i n g l y aga ins t each other , one 
r e p r e s e n t i n g the h o p e f u l f u t u r e , the other the 
hopeless p a s t . " 3 1 U n f o r t u n a t e l y , s u c h o p t i m i s m 
appears u n c a l l e d for . T h e r e a l i s m of m i d - t w e n t ­
ie th c e n t u r y f i c t i o n becomes a n e v o c a t i o n of the 
sort of c h i l d b i r t h w o m e n o u g h t not to w a t c h , o r 
w h a t H e m i n g w a y ca l l s " a n a w f u l mess to p u t 
y o u t h r o u g h . " 

I n Of Woman Born, A d r i e n n e R i c h p r o v i d e s a 
s u m m a r y of s u c h t y p i c a l l y A m e r i c a n c h i l d b i r t h 
f r o m her o w n perspect ive . She wri tes : 

W e were , above a l l , i n the h a n d s of m a l e 
m e d i c a l t e c h n o l o g y . T h e h i e r a r c h i c a l at­
m o s p h e r e of the h o s p i t a l , the d e f i n i t i o n of 
c h i l d b i r t h as a m e d i c a l emergency , the 
f r a g m e n t a t i o n of b o d y f r o m m i n d were the 
e n v i r o n m e n t i n w h i c h w e gave b i r t h , w i t h 
or w i t h o u t ana lges ia . . . the exper ience of 
l y i n g h a l f - a w a k e i n a b a r r e d c r i b , i n a l a b o r 
r o o m w i t h o ther w o m e n m o a n i n g i n a 
d r u g g e d c o n d i t i o n , w h e r e n o o n e comes 
except to d o a p e l v i c e x a m i n a t i o n or g i v e 
a n i n j e c t i o n , is a c lass ic e x p e r i e n c e of a l i e ­
nated c h i l d b i r t h . T h e l o n e l i n e s s , the sense 
of a b a n d o n m e n t , of b e i n g i m p r i s o n e d , 
power less , a n d d e p e r s o n a l i z e d is the chief 
c o l l e c t i v e m e m o r y of w o m e n w h o have 
g i v e n b i r t h i n A m e r i c a n h o s p i t a l s . 3 2 

R i c h a l so suggests, " T h e fear of p a i n of c h i l d ­
b i r t h i n l i terate as i n n o n - l i t e r a t e societies m a y 
c o m e ( a n d o f ten does) f r o m v e r b a l tales, phrases , 
anecdotes; it is fur ther r e i n f o r c e d by l i t e r a t u r e . " 3 3 

So, to w h a t m e d i c a l a n d l i terary j u n c t i o n have 
we traveled? O u r p a r t i c u l a r t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y 
i m a g i n a t i o n perceives c h i l d b i r t h as a m e d i c a l 
p h e n o m e n o n , i n the h a n d s of a m a l e p h y s i c i a n , 

i n a h o s p i t a l w h e r e t h r e a t e n i n g emergencies a d d 
to the d r a m a . It w o u l d a p p e a r that o l d a r g u ­
m e n t s are s t i l l n o t settled, a n d l o n g - h e l d a s p i r a ­
t ions s t i l l n o t ach ieved . 

T o S y l v i a P l a t h ' s h o s p i t a l d e l i v e r y scene c a n 
be a d d e d n u m e r o u s f i c t i o n a l i m a g e s w h i c h l i n k 
c h i l d b i r t h to exper iences of rape o r d e a t h o r 
i n s a n i t y . C o n s i d e r t w o scenes f r o m the v o l u m e 
About Women. I n a story by H . W . B l a c k e n e r , 
t i t l e d " S o u n d of a D r u n k e n D r u m m e r , " the sex­
u a l attack of a w o m a n is descr ibed i n these terms: 
" T h e n the h a i r - k n u c k l e d h a n d entered the l i g h t 
a n d lay w e i g h t e d , t w i t c h i n g , b l o t t i n g pressed 
d o w n , l i f t e d , pressed d o w n . . . C i g a r - r a n c i d , w i d ­
e n i n g cave of v e l l i c a t i n g snake t o n g u e . T h e for-
cep h a n d d u g , r i p p e d the fabr ic , s h o o k , s p i l l e d . 
B a b y g i r l . B a b y . She h e l d fast a g a i n s t the r i s i n g 
c o n s t r u c t i o n of p a i n . . . T h e l a y i n g o n of mass ive , 
f l a m e d h a n d s . She s c r e a m e d . " 3 4 I n V e r a R a n d a l ' s 
" A l i c e B l a i n e , " the depressed h e r o i n e , w h o is 
u n d e r g o i n g water t h e r a p y i n a m e n t a l i n s t i t u ­
t i o n , offers the f o l l o w i n g d e s c r i p t i o n of a f e l l o w 
p a t i e n t as she undergoes s h o c k therapy . 

T h e y were s u r r o u n d i n g her n o w . . . b i n d i n g 
her, m u m m y - l i k e , l i f t i n g her o n t o one of 
the h i g h w h e e l e d cots.. .I l ay i n the water , 
w a t c h i n g the w h i t e , c o m p e t e n t nurse w a l k 
b r i s k l y a w a y , f o l l o w e d by o n e o f the s tu­
dents , w a t c h i n g the s e c o n d student settle 
herself o n a h i g h w h i t e s t o o l next to that 
t w i s t i n g , t o r t u r e d h e a d . . . T h e n the h e a d 
was centered, s t i l l , a n d the b o d y rose, rest­
i n g o n h e a d a n d feet, c u r v i n g u p w a r d , 
f i x e d i n a t h i n arc of a n g u i s h . A n d I 
r e m e m b e r e d w h e n J e n n y was b o r n a n d I 
was l y i n g o n a h i g h w h e e l e d table, b o u n d 
d o w n , s c r e a m i n g i n t o a b l a c k c o n e that 
covered m y face. A vo ice was s a y i n g , ' T a k e 
it easy, n o w . It's a l m o s t over . ' I was scream­
i n g i n t o the b l u r r y b lackness . ' T a k e it easy,' 
the v o i c e s a i d . I c o u l d feel m y b o d y r i s i n g 
f r o m the table , a n d m y ins ides were b e i n g 
r i p p e d to b l o o d y b i t s . 3 5 



S u c h f i c t i o n a l a c c o u n t s , w h i l e n o t d o i n g m u c h 
to a l l e v i a t e l i terature ' s r e i n f o r c e m e n t o f c h i l d ­
b i r t h p a i n a n d h o r r o r , d o , at least, a l l o w the 
m o t h e r ' s o w n v i e w p o i n t to be expressed. 

A s m o t h e r ' s narra t ives g r o w i n n u m b e r , so 
s h o u l d the scope o f o u r l i tera ture . T h e r e are, 
after a l l , as m a n y w a y s to g i v e b i r t h as there are 
w o m e n b i r t h i n g . It is s i m p l y o n e l i f e event, n o 
less v a r i e d t h a n a n y o t h e r a n d n o m o r e c o n t a i n ­
ab le by l i terary or m e d i c a l stereotypes. If a mes­
sage c a n be d r a w n f r o m the l i t e r a t u r e c o n s i d e r e d 
i n th is essay, i t m u s t be that f i c t i o n s h o u l d 
e x p l o r e n e w w a y s o f see ing these rea l i t ies . P o e t 
M u r i e l R u k e y s e r expresses the best h o p e for the 
f u t u r e : 

L i f e the a n n o u n c e r . 
I assure y o u 
there are m a n y ways to have a c h i l d . 
I bastard m o t h e r 
p r o m i s e y o u 
there are m a n y ways to be b o r n 
T h e y a l l c o m e f o r t h 
i n their o w n g r a c e . 3 6 

A t the m o m e n t , o u r l i t e r a t u r e does n o t reflect 
th is var ie ty a n d grace. O n the h i s t o r y of c h i l d ­
b i r t h , N a n c y S c h r o m D y e has observed that , 
" U n t i l a few years a g o , the h i s t o r y of c h i l d b i r t h 
c o u l d m o r e accurate ly be termed the h i s t o r y of 
o b s t e t r i c s . " D y e f u r t h e r suggests, " W o m e n ' s 
responses to [ c h i l d b i r t h experiences] have o n l y 
b e g u n to be d o c u m e n t e d h i s t o r i c a l l y . " 3 7 L i k e ­
w i s e , these c h i l d b i r t h scenes reveal a l i t e r a t u r e of 
obstetr ics a n d a r g u e for n e w f i c t i o n a l p o r t r a y a l s 
o f the w o m e n i n v o l v e d . W h a t w e have reflected 
i n o u r l i t e ra ture is the s h i f t i n g of c h i l d b i r t h f r o m 
h o m e to h o s p i t a l , f r o m m i d w i f e ' s d o m a i n to 
o b s t e t r i c i a n ' s , f r o m e m b l e m of the p a i n m e r i t e d 
by o r i g i n a l s i n to s y m b o l of the p r i c e p a i d for 
s l e e p i n g together . B u t n o mat ter h o w set t ings or 
characters o r s y m b o l i c i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s c h a n g e , 
key e lements r e m a i n u n a l t e r e d . C o n t r o l is s t i l l 
n o t the m o t h e r ' s ; p a i n is s t i l l the f o c a l i m a g e ; 
u n n a t u r a l n e s s a n d d e p e r s o n a l i z a t i o n are s t i l l the 

themes. T h e n e w f i c t i o n of c h i l d b i r t h , w h i c h 
c o m i n g generat ions w i l l read a n d reread, m u ' 
break these b i n d s . I n i t , b o t h m e d i c a l a n d l i ter : 
stereotypes m u s t y i e l d to a l l the creat ive forces of 
l i f e a n d art. 
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