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Introduction 

My Practice explores the themes of aspiration, growth, and motherhood, as I document and reflect upon my sister-in-law’s pregnancy. The aim of the work is to create a strong, positive portrayal of young pregnant women in the 21st century, and reflect upon how pregnancy is represented in society. Influenced by the work of artists such as Barbara Morgan, Diane Arbus, Sally Man and Angela Chalmers, the research focuses on a young woman as she adapts and grows from being a young adult into a mother. As an installation piece containing photographs and archival images, the work is not only a documentation but also a celebration, capturing Meg’s childhood dream of becoming a mother. 
Through documentation of Meg’s pregnancy, I wanted to capture achievements other than her pregnancy and combine them both together. These are some of the achievements I have captured are getting the positive pregnancy test, saying yes to the dress, wedding day, family members birthday celebrations to getting a dog and the keys to their first tome. Many writers have argued that pictures enhance more feelings and emotions that what the memory and emotional response was a the time of taking the image. 
This work has allowed me to create a recreation of her wedding dress of when she was 4months pregnant. Being professional photographer, I was allowed to document the day from the early morning to the end of the evening. With doing this I gained inspiration in the work I have created in my practice. I began my work by simple spending my free time creating cyanotypes using acetate in doing this I used a baby scan of Meg’s and started changing the sizes of the scan and seeing how it would look like as a cyanotype. Working with cyanotypes allowed myself not only to document week by week events, but also the colour of the gender representing the male gender. 
Greenboim-Zimchoni, photographs herself during pregnancy and childbirth as a therapy tool to becoming a mother.  “When a woman finds out that she is pregnant, various feelings arise within her: feelings of joy and pride, but also of fear, worry and confusion.” (Greenboim-Zimchoni, 2021) These feeling Greenboim-Zimchoni uses I want to feel represents in my own work of documenting Meg’s pregnancy. 














Key Visual Research  

My practice explores the themes of motherhood and growth in the 21st century.  In a new ethical narrative woman in the 21st century have children later in life due to education and work prospects. 
“In the last section, we argue that instead of defining “Older” motherhood as an ethical problem, we should problematize the fact that female reproductive ageing is an understudied and ill-sourced topic. We believe that allocating resources to research to better understand female reproductive ageing is not only ethically permissible, but might even be ethically desirable.” (De Clercq, 2023)
 Whilst this did not apply to Meg’s circumstances of being young mother, she found it difficult to be a young military wife due to being around older mothers. This created a lot of isolation around herself and joining a new community which she’d never been a part of before. 
Anne Bradstreet’s poem emphasise her role in her children’s survival into the world and how to help her children socialise within society.
Great was my pain when I you bred,
Great was my care, when I you fed,
Long did I keep you soft and warm,
And with my wings kept off all harm,
My cares are more, and fears than ever,
My throbs such now, as ‘fore were never:
Also my birds, you wisdom want,
Of perils you are ignorant. 
(Anne Bradstreet, 2016)  
Bradstreet use of context of motherhood this has translated well into my work for Meg’s childhood dream of being a mother in using poetry as a way to explore the love and bond between mother and child. 
In the poem Long Solider, Papa portrays her own experience with motherhood, womanhood, and daughterhood through a subjective female lens. “My hope: my daughter understands wholeness for what it is, not for what it’s not, all of it the pieces:” (Papa, 2022) 

In an interview between myself and Meg we spoke about her pregnancy journey highs and lows. Due to her being young and pregnant she expressed that she felt isolated from her friends as they had planned to go to university. Meg had planned also planned on going to university when she fell pregnant, as a result of this we grew closer and that’s when my project on her properly began.  Seeing her develop into a mother was very difficult to see as her partner is a serving solider in the Welsh Guards and was deployed for majority of her pregnancy.  With his style of profession, he missed a few scans one of which I was privileged  to go to and see Noa in the womb and hear his heart beat. This feeling of being able to witness my nephew for the first time was incredible and allowed me to develop my work in using the photos of the scan to be used in my work. This is where my practice began, and I plan to carry on documenting Noa growing up.  


Barbara Morgan’s photography of pregnancy FIG.1 contains the strong themes of motherhood and memory. Photographing the body in this way creates a lasting memory of the relation to one’s body and mind, philosophers have implied this strongly.  “An understanding of memory has often been curiously neglected by philosophers… even though it is so important in making sense of the continuity of the self, of the relation between mind and body, and of our experience of time.” (Sutton,2010) Exploring further on the mind and body we see the changes of being a mother and the physical toll it takes on the body.  
Researching on the theme of memory we as humans play with the motion of truth through our self-conscious. “The ways in which time is organized are disabled, or more precisely, memory and imagination begin to reflect or refract each other in a manner that creates a disorienting self-consciousness.” (Sutton, 2009)

“Perception is never a mere contact of the mind with the object present; it is impregnated with memory-images which complete it as they interpret it” (Bergson,2012)
[image: A close up of a pregnant person's belly
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Figure.1 Barbara Morgan. (1945) Pregnant.
Through photographing pregnancy Barbara Morgan captures the beauty of becoming a mother by creating detailed images of the torso. Barbara Morgan’s work shows the maternal subjectivity and creates reasoning on why we should be celebrating our bodies and why we should be having conversations to break down the stigma. “Maternity is traditionally an important source for women’s art and yet the relationship between maternal subjectivity and artistic creativity is still very rarely discussed.” (Sieglohr,1998)
This series of work during the 1970’s empowers the women’s movement in the art industry in engaging with the subject matter and creating a woman signifying power and resilience. Ulrike spoke about how women’s history of being under-represented it is now being moulded and changed into a new era of contemporary practice. “Despite women’s history as photographers and their strong presence in contemporary practice, it is significant that they are still widely under-represented in mainstream exhibitions, galleries and publications on the subject.” (Sieglohr,1998)
In Morgan photographing herself she’s portraying herself as a feminist in allowing others only what she wants, creating new narrative from the past, like Peter Quartermaine says, “Photography is here no mere handmaid of empire, but the shaping dimension of it: formal imperial power structures institutionalised the attitudes and assumptions necessarily entailed in viewing another individual as a subject for photography.” (Wells,2004) In Barbara Morgan doing so in her work she has control of the narrative of the subject matter different to many other artist that do not use themselves as the subject matter.  Many feminist theories have discussed the roles and importance of women bodies being a massive importance to the change and growth in photography. “The theory of fetishism has been important in analysing film and photography because it helps to account for the ways in which visual images objectify and fragment women’s bodies using techniques that are not common in representations of the male body. “ (Wells,2015) Wells explains how female bodies are to be seen and represented more than the male body.  “Women’s bodies are not only twisted by the patriarchal beauty ideal, but also by the often-emphasised authority of the deep male voice as opposed to the female one.” (Autor,2020)
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Figure.2 Sally Man. (1983-1985) Jenny and Leslie, 8 months Pregnant. 

Similar to the work of photographer Barbara Morgan, Sally Man photographs pregnancy as a key theme within her practice of documentation. “Sally Mann’s photographs don’t glamorize the world, but they don’t make it into something more unpleasant than it is, either.” (Mann,1988) In creating work Fig.2 she has embraced the female body in creating a strong documented image of bonding between mother and child. Working in a documentary style photograph that would be seen on the edging of the dress needed to represent not only Meg’s journey, but a strong documentation through visual aesthetics of key memories.  Wesseling talks about Sally Man’s work of how memory within a photograph explored the relationship of her and her children and how they present themselves within the frame. “All of Mann's photographs are characterized by a tragic tension between a conspicuous display of the physical charms of her children on the one hand and an equally strong emphasis on the inescapably evanescent nature of their beauty on the other.” (Wesseling, 2021) 

The theme of my work created a look within the male gaze on how pregnancy was being portrayed in past and now images. Throughout history, the male gaze has been dominating the art world since the feminist movement in the 1960s introduced their style of representing themselves. The gaze investigates the philosophical and figurative sense of how one perception of something is portrayed. John Berger investigates the gaze in what he interoperates as the relationship between men and women. 
“Men look at women. Woman watch themselves being looked at. This determines not only most relations between men and women but also the relation of women to themselves. The surveyor of woman in herself is male: the surveyed females. Thus she turns herself into an object – and most particularly an object of vision and sight.” (Wells,2004)
Documenting this subject matter has a meaning of empowering woman to be confident within themselves to oppose the male gaze. 
This empowerment in female art has allowed the female gaze to create a new wave of contemporary feminist art. 

In similarities to work of Sally Man photographer Diane Arbus captures photographs of the female body. Burgin highlight how Arbus works with her subject and the image she portrays, “Her real subject is no less than the unique interior lives of this she photographed.” (Burgin, 1982) He later talks about the aesthetic of her work how her subjects are romanticised. 

[image: A pregnant person lying on a table
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Figure.3 Nan Goldin (1985) Rebecca at the Russian Baths, NYC.
American photographer and activist Nan Goldin used documentary style photography to photograph people. Her most popular series of work was documenting people during the crisis of HIV and Aids. However, looking at her work I hoped to use a documentary style like Goldin’s but with the manipulation of the image using cyanotype form create a new image entirely. 
Even though Goldin has photographed herself pregnant this image of a mother to be documents a pregnancy of hurt and upset. The image doesn’t show the viewer much detail of where she is lying. However, the subject is laying on what could be a concrete slab. The tiles behind look warn and old and the positioning of the subject’s body looks as if she’s been there for long. Her positioning of her body shows the tiredness and strain on the body in what it entails to be pregnant.
From looking at Goldin’s work I hope to engage with the composition and use of lighting she uses. The composition of the image in my opinion is important as the details of where, when, and who creates the strong narrative. The use of direct light coming from above the subject highlights and creates sharp tones, creating the atmosphere in the Russian baths. In doing so Fig.4 was created. 
[image: A person lying on a bed
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Figure. 4 Jessica Elliott (2023) Bump.

Photographing the bump at 7months allowed myself to focus on the body image and how a bump is portrayed, as natural and beautiful. Having edited the image in black and white this has allowed more detailing in the skin and the surroundings.  Through having conversations with Meg, I have learnt that a common symptom of pregnancy particularly in the third trimester is changes in the skin.  This can appear as stretch marks, hyper pigmentation and also UV sensitivity. This is why the photograph is edited into black and white. The centre focus composition of how the body sits within the frame represents all pregnant women by not showing Meg’s identity with her face.  When developing this work, I wanted my work to be more creative therefore I came across the artist of Angela Chamlers. 
[image: A mannequin in a blue dress
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Figure 5. Angela Chamlers. Something About Mary.
The work Something About Mary responds to the history of Miss Mary Craven of St Martin-on-the-Hill, Scarborough. 
“The cyanotype dress is layered with a design connected to the medievalism of Pre-Raphaelite art and an unexpected story about Mary. The blue of the dress is specific to the photographic chemicals related to the cyanotype process. Blue is symbolic of heaven and is traditionally associated with the Virgin Mary.” (Chamlers, 2015)
The creation of cyanotypes was first made in 1842, creating images using hyposulphite of soda. This way of working has been developed through time in allowing prints to be printed on different materials.  Without using a camera this type of photography has allowed a photograph to be created a chemical reaction to exposed light.  
New materials have allowed artist to print on fabric like Angela Chalmers in her creation of ‘Something about Mary’.  A piece of fabric is a strong aspect in Chalmers work symbolising the foundation and the framework of her creation. The item of clothing created represents the era of which Mary was from, creating a long length dress with a hoop skirt styling. This did not only emphasize on the era but on allowing the visuals of the cyanotypes to be seen at all times. 
This style of work has allowed me to develop my own practice from working on paper to fabric. The use of fabric has allowed my creativity to exemplify. This inspired me to create a replica of Meg’s wedding dress. This is what I choose to create as my final piece in the exhibition of Arrival. The name of Arrival was also a theme within my own practice Growth in the arrival of my nephew being born. 
























Development 


I began highlighting key events of Meg’s pregnancy through her own archival images. Fig.6 is an image of her scan. This image created by using cyanotype form was the beginning of my visual diary which lead my work to develop. This style of working, with cyanotypes has allowed me to look in depth at photos with stylistic features of the photograph and how changing an image  into a cyanotype changes many aspects of the image. Bergson’s explanation for the phenomena of paramnesia explores the themes of memory and discusses the aspects of memory. “Our actual existence, then, whilst it is unrolled in time, duplicates itself all along with a virtual existence, a mirror-image. Every moment of our life presents two aspects, it is actual and virtual, perception on the one side and memory on the other. Each moment consists in this very splitting.” (Bergeson,1912) In contradiction Bergeson reading of déjà vu that there is memory of the present in the time itself. 
[image: A blue and white photo of a blue surface
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Figure 6. Jessica Elliott (2022) Scan.

In developing these images further into cyanotypes, I sometimes find I am creating a false memory due to the loss of detailing for example to one’s face.  These images later developed to be printed onto cotton fabric in an experimental creation. Fig.6 is mid pregnancy scan of Meg’s. Turning the scan into a negative on acetate has created a strong contrast in the detailing and empty space of the baby scan. The use of cyanotype has worked successfully in showing both the detail and lack of detail caught in a sonagram. The classic feature of a scan is compromised of the image of the baby and the patient along the border.  This scan also informed us that the baby was a male, I found cyanotypes were an ideal representation of this, working both creatively and symbolically to societies ideology of the male gender this being the colour blue representing male and pink representing the female gender.  
[image: A white and blue dress on a white surface

Description automatically generated]
Figure 7.  Jessica Elliott (2023) Dummy Dress.

Whilst experimenting and finding out the correct exposure times the development to creating work like Angela Chalmers however printing on to massive amounts of fabric lead to the cyanotype liquid bleeding onto the dress. With this being an experiment, I hoped to create a more detailed and delicate dress keeping 90% of the dress white.
Dormor talks about how needle and thread are a metaphor for the binding of mother and baby. 
”Thinking in terms of the passage of needle and thread, the space of hand-seaming offers a form of meaning-making that is about access and egress. For Irigaray, this notion of a passage between echoes the process of birthing and giving birth, that inextricable link between mother and child. Existence, then, begins with encounter: two before one. A form of seaming.” (Dormor, 2020) 
Using this metaphor the symbolisation in recreating Meg’s wedding dress with a mixture of hand stitching and machine work has allowed all to intertwine between relationship of becoming a mother. 
The concept of printing cyanotype on to a dress also came from a key memory of Meg’s pregnancy journey of her wedding day.  In ensuring the images didn’t bleed onto the dress I created small squares of cotton fabric that were appliqued together as the bottom panel of the dress. 
[image: A white and blue dress on a mannequin
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Figure 8.  Jessica Elliott (2023) Skirt

The length of the dress and the amount of material used in the skirt needed to represent the style of dress Meg had worn on her wedding day. The stylistic features of the 1950’s themed dress needed to be carried out. In order to follow my inspiration, I added tule onto the skirt to emphasising the volume of the skirt which follows the 1950’s hoop skirt style and was cut above where the images began. This allowed for the images to be seen clearly, as when first seen on top of the cyanotypes it created a haze over the visuals which was not the aesthetic I was looking for. 
Dormor quotes Bourgeois in Soonenberg 2006, that fabric undamaged by unstitching.  
“The beauty of sewing is precisely in the fact that things can be done and undone without damaging the fabric… [It] has to do with binding and stitching things together. It is a prevention against things being separated. The form and the process must always be connected to the psychological. (Dormor, 2020) 
In recreating Meg’s wedding dress, I bought a wedding dress from the charity shop and unpicked all the stitching in order to make use of the fabric. In doing so I was recycling and creating and upholstered a dress by undoing and doing. 

In deciding the final positioning of all images each image had to be in chronological sequence to the events in which happened from the pregnancy test to getting their keys for their first home. 
[image: A person in a white dress
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Figure 9. Jessica Elliott (2023) Meg Wedding Day

Fig.9 is a photograph of Meg sitting on the floor of the manor house bedroom getting ready to put on her shoes on the morning of her wedding. The elegant pose with her face looking towards her mother shows happiness and love towards her. Her hands nearly interlocking into one another towards her chest allows the skirt of the dress to sit draped over her legs freely.  
In my work I wanted to manipulate the image through using cyanotypes but also allow the image to show as much detailing as possible. In an article by Troy he highlight how Geoffrey Batchen spoke about how digital images can be manipulated and miss represented. 
 The main difference is that, whereas photography still claims some sort of objectivity, digital imaging remains an overtly fictional process. As a practice known to be nothing but fabrication, digitization aban- dons even the rhetoric of truth that has been such an important part of photography's cultural success. As the name suggests, digital processes actually return the production of photographic images to the whim of the creative hand (to the digits). For that reason, digital images are actually closer in spirit to art and fiction than they are to documentation and fact. (Troy, 1998)

[image: A person in a white dress holding a bouquet
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Figure 10.  Jessica Elliott (2023) Meg Wedding Day

Fig.10 shows Meg siting in a vintage armchair looking towards a window with her bouquet in her hands. The use of natural lighting has elegantly created harsh in detailed shadowing in both torso and dress. The flowers contrast beautifully against the white dress, and this was something I considered when exhibiting. 
When choosing the positioning of the dress on the mannequin at the exhibition I wanted the audience to visually see the dress as a wedding dress but also allowing the viewer to walk around and see the images. This was influenced by Fig.9 photographed in the preparation period of Meg and Matthew’s wedding. In deciding between both images of Fig.9 and Fig.10, Fig.9 was a clear choice that allowed the cyanotypes to be seen. Also taking inspiration from fig.10 of using the flowers to create more a bridal aesthetic.  When deciding how I wanted to exhibit my work we see an influence of Barbara Morgan’s subject matter through focusing on the torso. This relates to how women’s bodies change in pregnancy, by having a bump and their breast enlarge due to the growth of the baby. 
[image: A person in a black dress
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Figure 11.  Jessica Elliott (2023) Wedding Dress
Whilst developing work I see resemblance of techniques and stylistic features of the Victorian era captured in my cyanotypes. Fig.11 is of Meg trying on her wedding dress for the first time. This created an image which could have been of the past. What Brings the image to the 21st century is that the photograph is taken through a smart phone she is holding. Photographs during the Victorian era were posed and  styled in this composition of fig.11. were only for those who had an audience in society to empower themselves. “The expansion of an audience empowered to judge the reliability of its own visual experience (p. 4) was a key phenomenon of those decades, he argues, and visual discernment—the capacity for discrimination and judgment of truths in the visual realm—was an increasingly vital skill negotiated in part through photographs.”  (Miller, 2016)

In additional avenues to my work that were not chosen for the exhibition was a short video I created using archival videos of memories created at the wedding, at Noa’s birth and of him communicating with his parents. 









Reflection and Evaluation 

From the beginning of my practice, I wanted to push my work further and more creatively than my usual documentary style of working. Working with cyanotypes allowed me to push boundaries, in creating an installation piece rather than a two-dimensional piece of work. Working in an archival and documentary style in the begin to create the acetates which lead me to create the cyanotypes. In using both mine and Meg’s photographs and Meg’s timeline of events I created a visual diary that documented both Meg and Matthew’s journey. Creating the acetates was not always simple due to the amount of ink which needed to be used, this meant some archival images couldn’t be used as the image had too much detail or was to dark. In allowing the faces to appear in detail the contrast in the photo before printing needed to be balanced this allowed the correct amount of light through when exposed to create the cyanotype. Creating a visual diary out of cyanotypes helped with developing my work further and noticing what style of photograph worked best. Portraits worked the best when all elements were correct for example fig.11. 
In developing further on samples of fabric this allowed me to figure out the correct exposure time to print on the material. Using a uv lamp gave more of an accurate exposure rather than using sunlight where the image would have taken hours to expose. 

In creating the dress, I wanted to keep the dress simple by keeping the top half of the dress white. Keeping the dress  white created more of an impact to the purity of a white wedding dress and what it represents being a bride. The white bridal dress first came about in the Victorian era symbolizing purity, innocence, and romance. This aesthetic was seen in the princess cut of the dress. Unlike my tester dress I did not represent the gender reveal of the confetti canon by using sequins. This was because the dress seemed complete, and the sequins would have brought attention to themselves rather than the images being the key part. 
Whilst installing the work for the exhibition I came across obstacles during my risk assessment of things I needed to consider. One major factor was keeping the entrance and pathway clear for the fire door. This meant I needed to place the plinth off centre to allow a walkway. 
[image: A mannequin holding flowers
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Figure 12.  Jessica Elliott (2023) Recreation of Meg’s Wedding Dress


Adding the plinth and the flowers created more of an aesthetic of a wedding dress. Adding Meg’s dried bouquet of flowers created more of a look and feel of a wedding, and the positioning of the arm on the mannequin allowed for this to look successful. 
If I were to create a garment again Fig.12, I would practice more on the sewing machine, in teaching myself different techniques and sewing in a straight line. For my first ever attempt of using a sewing machine in this way I am very happy with the result of how the dress looks. If I had more time in working on the dress, I would redo the sleeves of the arm due to my sewing capability.  However, seeing the dress in the space has allowed for the memories created by Meg and Matt to be in a form of creative documentary style instead of classic prints where I had set myself out the task to be outside of contemporary photography. 







Conclusion 

The exhibition installation Growth was to include a torso mannequin dressed in a wedding dress created to look like a replica of Meg’s wedding dress. Having a torso mannequin allowed the skirt to flare out allowed the images to be flat on the plinth. Alongside the dress is a bouquet of dried flowers used in Matt and Meg’s wedding in January 2023.  Lighting the dress with spotlights played a major part in the outcome of how the dress looked within the space. With the lights being bright this created shadows of the mannequin onto the cyanotypes, in redirecting the light and turning down the brightness this allowed for no shadows and for the cyanotypes to be lit all around the base. 
This body of work explores the themes of motherhood, identity, and aspiration, all which Meg’s pregnancy journey explored. Exploring Meg’s identity into becoming a mother was an insightful and fun endeavour  to be a part of in seeing the scans, hearing the baby’s heartbeat for the first time to purchasing items of clothing and furniture for the baby. The title Growth comes from the journey of becoming a mother, in the idea of developing self and a creating a human. Creating this work has allowed life changing memories to be documented  and captured into something unique and personalised for Meg. 
We also see that after documenting the pregnancy I captured moments of Noa’s life in Windsor. Filming clips of him with both parents, this became a possible film for the exhibition but later changed due to wanting the viewer’s full attention on the images on the dress. Also, in this documentation I came across the negativity on social media of Meg choosing to breast feeding Noa. On how it was seen as ‘sexy’ by many young males viewing her socials.  Even though breastfeeding has been done for centuries we have not accepted it within all of society. In future, when developing my practice I hope to explore this more and themes of motherhood, identity, aspiration, and growth. 
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