a womb of one’s own
But, you may say, we asked you to speak of
the dichotomy of bad/good mother – what
has this got to do with a womb of one’s own?
I will try to explain. Genetically or socially
speaking a womb of one’s own is not possible.
It belongs to me but its biological purpose is
to be inhabited by others, at the same time
or over time. The womb is permeable; it
feeds and sustains, blood is transfused and
hormones infiltrate. The maternal abdomen
is a resonant chamber; sound, however
distorted by maternal abdomen and amniotic
fluid, seeps in. From bass notes to bowel
sounds. When the womb is occupied we
become preoccupied. My tacit agreement
to tolerate the sickness, the pains and
the forthcoming labour, renders us
utterly enmeshed.
We measure: palpate, count, observe,
compare. All this takes effort. We’re incited to
become obsessed with ourselves, our babies
and each other. Mothers are encouraged
to gorge themselves on statistics, growth
tables and play schemes. Society clearly has
a lot at stake in mothers and childhood. So
the new generations are monitored from the
get go. The increase in assisted pregnancy
and assisted birth means big business. The
media and its ministry will us to commodify
everything – the leverage of toned up postbaby bodies pushing lavish colour-of-theseason bugaboos will do little to offset the
reality that you can’t buy a positive birth, and
you can’t buy your way out of post-partum

depression. Be a new mum, bounce back,
work out and be sexy, but don’t cut calories,
you didn’t cut calories, did you? because you
need them to make breastmilk. Be an older
mum, do the right thing and get out to work,
or stay at home, or work from home. Don’t
work too hard please because it will damage
the children. A little mess is good for the
children. You should have a bit of a routine,
or the child will dictate the routine. Let the
child dictate the routine. One child is enough.
It gets easier with two. Some dualities must
be admitted. Our private lives are ostensibly
made public - the foundations of self, built
in the glare of examination lights and LCD
screens. From the doctors waiting room to
Instagram, we are the panopticon.
Australian conceptual jeweller Tiffany Parbs’
new work brokers the current polarities of
motherhood. Through her experiences
she becomes the warrior who has suffered,
presenting the intertwining of mother and
child with all the spectrum of conflicting
feelings which accompany it. There is a joy
in her work, a sign of freedom won through
struggle, an artist revelling in the abject
and revealing the objectified. She frets
the limits of jewellery so that adornment
becomes essential, collective and political.
Current works in progress include attached,
a Velcro loop caftan for mother and Velcro
hook onesies for the kids, demonstrating
the difficulty in prising apart the mother as
omnipresent site of love and play.

Her new work is playful but the portraits of
Parbs modelling the work signal a deadpan
humour and tension between tragedy and
farce. A badass swag I recognise as urgent
and powerful. Her face conveys a weary
resolve making otherwise jovial accessories
such as a sweatband embroidered with fit,
and absent, a sleep mask emblazoned with
AWOL into stoic statements. Fit is navy blue
with white embroidery, alluding to military
duty, as well as referencing nike’s original old
school logo. With camouflage material
absent nods to the night as a battle ground
between mother and child where sleep is
no man’s land.
The adult body as a playground is explored
through structure and slope. We imagine
Parbs squatting, trapped within a metal play
slide which might double as a splint for spinal
injury. She is trapped but she needs them
as props. She is diminutive as a child when
crouching. Bobbing down to the sight line of a
child is a stance advised in books to reassure,
discipline and communicate with children,
but impossible to maintain for long periods.
A posture to hide within or protect oneself.
The childhood obsession of hiding under
skirts is alluded to via a crinoline, Parbs has
made a kind of freestanding climbing frame
structure, to be stood within. The crinoline
was a notorious undergarment,
guaranteeing voluminous skirts which
resulted in restriction and suffering for

women under the weight of the reams of
fabric which the crinoline supported. This
chimera of jewellery and dress provides
maximum play whilst minimising movement,
the woman is truly parked by her intention
to subjugate herself her the sake of the
children’s entertainment. This ultra-play,
the entrainment encouraged by society and
satiated by parents, traps the children in a
cycle of boredom without external stimulus
and lowers creative play. But fun and laughter
are what we aspire to most when with a child.
Parbs wears a football as a mask in game,
reminding me of the Mancunian comedy
persona Frank Sidebottom’s papier mache
head but with two holes so her eyes peek
out from within the object of fun. The
football only fulfils its purpose when it is
kicked, and an element of masochism is
encountered here. Mothering is not always
a ball. Conversely she is both surface and
the turf in vacant. Her face concealed in a
landscape of lurid green perfectly manicured
grass, astro naturally, because astro’s more
durable than real grass and the kids don’t
get muddy at all. A revelation. Vacant feels
much more claustrophobic. The idea of
something growing over your mouth and
nose terrifying. Trapped within the objective
of play by providing a sense of freedom
for the child at the expense of the mother
feeling constrained. It’s interesting that in
both works, only the eyes, are uncovered.
The mother must bare witness to the fruits

of her labour, this is the minimum acceptable
participation. We can switch off and zone out.
Maybe we don’t hear but we are attentive, we
are seen to see. We think – hope, this is what
being a good parent is. Good people creating
good people. But what if we’re not?
Mothering gave me a delicious sense of
time, and boredom, that I hadn’t experienced
since late adolescence. The periodic relief of
silence whilst feeding the child in the middle
of the night, opened me up in a literal way,
my whole self friable1. A space where we
are absent minded, we are here but we are
elsewhere – a place of slippage. Perhaps this
freedom is the very thing that the society is
tearing into with its onslaught of images and
emotional interference.

Parbs’ work, purge, resembles a torture
device created by a sickly comic regime, a poo
bucket tipped over her head. A plasticine and
plaster pile of shit dripping down to jaw level.
The motion is stopped mid-flow and her
head encased fully this time - anonymous
and degraded. Parbs’ self is annulled. But
the sense of humour remains. This is the
good thing.
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To find a little grace in the dark. This is a kind
of solace. Gloom as a recourse. The pitch isn’t
entirely black, it is fuzzy, speckled even, as
the iris dilates seeking out the furthest light.
The cubic room shades to a cavern, angles
smooshed out to the silence of something
sweet to be savoured, and someone I
have satiated. Something so simple. We’re
bound by the night; me and my little boarder
mutable, made marsupial in a bed. This is the
good thing. Then the baby wakes to remind
us of something more scatological.
1

Friable was the word used by the midwife sewing me up after the birth of my youngest daughter. I looked it up
when I got home.

the mother load
When I was very young my mother taught me
the ‘sticks and stones may break my bones’
adage to ward off cruelty and disparagement
from others. Her early imprinting acted as an
impenetrable shell against those trying to
impress opinion and ownership over my body.
It gave me confidence to stand tall, be strong
and have my voice heard.
I can remember when this shell first began
to crack. Indeed, as a grown woman there
have been many times I have temporarily lost
ownership of my own body and been reduced
to an object of someone else’s gaze, derision
or unwanted touch. What interests me is
how a person can feel enough entitlement
over someone else to break through their
invisible barrier and try to impact their
psyche. My son’s school teaches respect
for ‘invisible bubbles’, valuable lessons for
instilling values and value. But what do you do
when the perpetrator shaping opinion about
women and their bodies is widely considered
a bastion of impartiality and reflection of
society at large?
Woman’s bodies have always been a political
playground for others to cast a critical eye,
opinions, labels, restrictions and assessments
abound aplenty. Motherhood steps this up
a notch. What a loaded quagmire of social
expectation, unwritten rules, judgement
1

and mythologising. It feels like anyone is
entitled to sling sticks and stones at a mother
based on what they think is for the greater
good (child), whether the opinion or advice
is wanted or warranted. Susan Douglas &
Meredith Michaels1 call out the media’s
role in shaping the current culture of new
momism, the idea a remotely decent mother
has to be seen to devote her ‘entire physical,
psychological and emotional being 24/7 to
her children’ or face labelling as an inadequate
bad mother. Impossible and unachievable
standards at any time, let alone in a bone
weary, distracted and confused new mum
state. Couple this with the surveillance of
intensive mothering where ‘everyone watches
us, we watch ourselves and other mothers,
and we watch ourselves watching ourselves’
and a sense of doubt and inadequacy can
quickly germinate and fester.
I remember the day my shell cracked
open and I felt exposed and dispossessed.
It was the day my son was born. Or more
accurately, stuck in the birth canal. There
were no natural endorphins, no skin on skin
imprinting, and no bonding. Due to an an
epidural overdose, I was left in recovery numb,
sliced and stitched, projectile vomiting in and
out of consciousness for four hours not even
knowing I had a child, let alone who I was.
Welcome to Motherhood.

Susan J. Douglas & Meredith W. Michaels (2005), The Mommy Myth: The Idealization of Motherhood and How It
Has Undermined All Women; New York Free Press

This wasn’t what I had been led to believe
by all those adds on television. There was
no rush of ‘maternal instinct’, no warm
fuzzies, only an overwhelming sense of
bewilderment and “what the hell do I do
now?”. I have since learned it was most
probably post natal depression those first
six weeks post birth and that I got off lightly
compared to stories from other women.
Why isn’t this reality of motherhood shared
more freely through the media? Why are
all television advertisements with mothers
and babies so white so clean so pure and so
blissful? The reality of mothering is messy
business, it takes toll on body and psyche.
There’s no quick assemble instruction
guide for a happy healthy baby. Oh for a
happy baby. Joyful snippets are peppered
through hormone come down, long periods
of ennui and tortuous sleep deprivation,
fraught with mental angst, because internal
dialogue and the new reality do not gel with
external depictions and expectations. There
is a pervading sense of continually doing
something wrong. Feedback, when it comes,
can be overwhelming, often in the form of
reprimands against unwritten motherhood
myths that proliferate through the media and
internet. Blame the mother.
My shell has been cobbled back together
and is holding tight. It has endured despite
what it has been subjected to pre and post
kids. A worn body. I own it. Although older
now and starting to showing signs of wear

– a tear here, the odd ripping noise, excess
bulging, fraying at the edges, it remains
strong. It doesn’t fit the mould of what is
presented in the media as a perfect woman,
mother or partner. I don’t really care. These
images and stories about women are a
constructed fiction, styled, coiffed and edited
to perfection to achieve a means to an ends
– cut, squeezed and juiced for maximum
impact on the viewer, just like mine.
My mother taught me to respond to bullying
with ‘sticks and stones’. I modified this
lesson to learn how to react when the bullies
outnumber me and the barbs are more
subtle and pervasive. This is what I’ll teach my
daughter and my son.
Tiffany Parbs 2018
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