
Making Mother Studies Matter: Academics 
Advocate Fiercely for Art, Maternal Health, 

and a Lasting Legacy



The self-identified Mother Movement started roughly 20 years ago. In its early 
years, American bands began singing about motherhood while Canadian scholars 
began writing about it. The year was 1997. Roughly eight years before that, a few 
scholars published books examining the subject of motherhood. Sarah Ruddick 
wrote Maternal Thinking. Barbara Katz Rothman wrote Recreating Motherhood, 
and these Western works were preceded by Adrienne Rich, Of Woman Born. The 
texts examined a society based on patriarchal constructions that constrained and 
oppressed women who were mothers, as well as their offspring. 
 
It has been said that in order to change the future we must understand the past. 
Likewise, by studying the rising wave of mother-identity-art-making and scholarly 
texts, this panel aims to explore the legitimacy of mother studies, advocate for it to 
be levied within academic institutions, and share some of the ways current 
academics and artists are championing this legacy for future generations.



Martha Joy Rose is a musician, concert promoter, museum founder, gallerist, and fine artist. In 2015 she received a 

Master of Liberal Studies in Mother Studies from CUNY, The Graduate Center of New York. She has been at the 

forefront of the modern motherhood movement since 1989.

 

Sarah Black is a dance lecturer at Liverpool Hope University.  She specializes in auto-biographic dance installation, 

site specific performance practices, feminist and maternal issues in dance performance.  Sarah is near completion 

of a practice-as-research PhD at Middlesex. 

 

Paula Chambers has exhibited widely, with a back catalogue of solo shows including most recently “Transcendental 

Housework” at Stockport Art Gallery, and “Domestic Pirate” at Show Space, London.

 

Rosalind Howell is a Registered Dance Movement Psychotherapist with the Association of Dance Movement 

Psychotherapy UK (ADMPUK) with a particular interest in Maternal Subjectivity and Perinatal Mental Health.

Roberta Garrett is a senior lecturer in the School of Arts and Digital Industries at the University of East London. She 

has written widely on literature and film and is currently writing a book on entitled 'Writing the Modern Family: 

neoliberalism, writing and motherhood'.
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Sarah Black -Is a dance lecturer at Liverpool Hope University.  She specialises in 
auto-biographic dance installation, site specific performance practices, feminist 
and maternal issues in dance performance.  Sarah is near completion of a 
practice-as-research PhD at Middlesex. 

In 2016 a presentation by Sarah Black called “Mother As Curator” at the Annual 
Academic M.O.M. Conference described her home environment as a video, art, 
installation, and inter-generational family experience. Her treatise declared that as 
an artist, she “blurs the boundaries of art, and the personal, family and audience, 
narrative and auto-biographic practices.” She states that as a “performance 
maker, she explores the home as both a physical and a metaphysical structure to 
house the work.” In this way, spaces are informed and co-created by those who 
participate in its interiors, but similarly, its interiors also hold a template for 
studying the things it contains from a distance. 

https://www.hope.ac.uk/staff/blacks.html


Image 1; 
Reclaiming the Ritual 
(2015) a series of 
auto-ethnographic films 
which studies the family 
at Christmas.  The films 
are explored as 
discursive tools in 
revealing the political 
and personal, public 
and private sphere of 
the family.  These films 
were shown in a live 
performance event in 
my family home.



Image 2: 
Dust and Bone 
(2016) a series of 
photographic 
images taken by 
photographer Judy 
Maclouhlinn.  This 
series was taken 
exploring unpaid 
unseen domestic 
labour in the home. 



Image 3:
31 Days Old - (2016) a 
series of films created 
with my mother and 
daughter exploring 
domestic photography 
as starting points for 
exploring 
intergenerational 
memory. The 
photograph became a 
site of conflict when 
remembering personal 
and family memories. 
These films were shown 
in our family home. 



Paula Chambers has exhibited widely, with a back catalogue of solo 
shows including most recently “Transcendental Housework” at 
Stockport Art Gallery, and “Domestic Pirate” at Show Space, 
London.



 
Domestic Front
 
A sculptural installation of domestic 
objects that form a feminist barricade in 
the gallery space. Stools, coffee tables, 
ironing boards, bedside cabinets, chairs, 
bathroom doors and other overlooked and 
undervalued items of furniture create a 
blockade that inhibits the gallery goers 
movement around the space. The 
barricade is ‘manned’ by 95 paper and 
plywood cut-outs of images of women and 
girls with guns, the images were sourced 
from various sites found on Google and 
cover a spectrum of women from Kurdish 
freedom fighters, Israeli settlers, Mexican 
bandits, WWII resistance fighters, to 
recent ‘open carry’ images of women in 
the US complete with rifles and buggies. I 
also included some images of famous 
women from film, such as Carrie Fisher as 
Princess Leila in Star Wars and Sigourney 
Weaver as Ripley in Alien.



 
The Nightdress I Wore To Give Birth In
 
A freestanding sculpture made from a broken chair, a 
small blue trolley, a child’s umbrella, a light bulb with 
twisted cloth cable, and the nightdress I wore to give birth 
in. As the article that accompanies this sculpture details, 
my experience of giving birth was one of monstrous 
ambivalence, too much gas and air (and an unfortunate 
choice of reading material during the early stages of 
labour – Bram Stoker’s Dracula), led me to hallucinate a 
scenario of horror akin to that of the scene in Alien when 
the creature burst forth from the chest cavity of the 
character Kane.



Blossom
 
A chair of the kind found in 
doctor’s waiting rooms, 
recovered with a pink nylon 
bed sheet, with embroidered 
period stain and button breast 
buds. This sculpture was made 
as a comment on the 
ambivalent emotions puberty 
engenders in many young 
girls. My own experience of 
being sexually molested by my 
family doctor, and the disgust 
and betrayal I felt towards my 
body as it changed from girl to 
woman led me to create this 
lonely and abject 
anthropomorphic object.
 



Dislocated Maternal Bodies: Dance Movement 
Psychotherapy with Refugee Mothers 

Ros Howell is a writer, editor and registered Dance Movement 
Psychotherapist (DMP) currently working for Lewisham Refugee and 
Migrant Network in London.





WRITING AND MODERN 
MOTHERHOOD

Dr. Roberta Garrett is a senior lecturer in the 
School of Arts and Digital Industries at the 
University of East London. 



Motherhood, Neoliberalism and Writing

New forms and genres which respond to/critique or contribute to the hegemonic, 
intensive mothering role: ‘mommy’ blogs, maternal memoirs, psychological crime fiction, 

dysfunctional domestic novels.



New forms of maternal writing grapple with the contradictions of modern 
mothering (albeit from a predominately white, middle-class perspective) e.g. 
autonomy/independence vs intensive motherhood, ‘therapeutically’ influenced 
modes of mothering vs the neoliberal requirement to produce offspring that 
are ‘fit for purpose’.



M/OTHER VOICES


