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‘I wish the child, I call my own’: [Pro]Creative Experience in the Poetry of Jane Cave Winscom
I wish the child, I call my own,
A soul that would adorn a throne! 
With keen sensations, soft, refin’d,
A noble, but an humble mind.

Jane Cave Winscom’s ‘To My Dear Child’ imagines a child, as yet unborn, with descriptions which are as pregnant as the poem’s speaker. Despite the existence of such a rich narrative which describes the hopes and fears an expectant mother feels for the child growing inside of her, sources, including women’s literacy statistics, have long been used to justify a lack of documentary evidence of women’s personal accounts of pregnancy, birth, and maternity. David Cressy claims that high levels of illiteracy among pre-industrial English women meant that they ‘rarely set forth their experiences [of childbearing] in writing’, while Bonnie Miller-McLemore contributes that ‘[r]ecovering mothers’ voices in the rites of passage of pregnancy and childbirth is a formidable task at best, and at worst, a hazardous, volatile venture’.
 It is primarily for these reasons, then, that childbirth has been considered to have been a rare and underrepresented topic within literature, whether as a primary subject or, as in Winscom’s case, as part of a broader reflection on other themes such as spirituality, mortality and parental guidance. The implication contained within both of these comments is that while men did not write or read about topics such as childbirth within literary works, with perhaps the notable exception of Laurence Sterne’s The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman, women were simply unable, or at least unwilling, to offer their own perspectives on the subject. This essay aims to offer particular insight into the work of Jane Cave Winscom, a female poet whose work has often been overlooked in examinations of eighteenth-century women’s poetry. I will first examine a gap in historiography and criticism relevant to Winscom and her work, before moving on to an analysis of the range of poems about maternal experience which were included in a series of editions of her published collection Poems on Various Subjects, Entertaining, Elegiac and Religious across a period of almost 20 years.
 These  ‘Birth Poems’, of which I define there to be six; ‘Written a few Hours before the Birth of a Child’, ‘The Author’s Address to her first Child previous to its Birth (‘My Dear Child’)’, ‘To My Child, If A Son’, ‘To My Child, If A Daughter (Including a Letter)’,  ‘Written a Month after the Birth of the Author’s Son’, and ‘On the Death of Mrs Blake, who died in Child-Bed (of her sixth Child)’, cover issues including maternal health and mortality, infant care and childhood guidance.
 As a collective, these poems capture a strong sense of the importance of reproduction as a cultural concept in the late eighteenth century and require further exploration in order to offer a full depiction of how the creative identity of a female writer may have been affected by any procreative experiences. Furthermore, this essay also considers the place of these poems in wider traditions of maternal instruction literature and advice poetry.
Though remarks such as those from Cressy and Miller-McLemore have become commonplace in drawing attention to the lack of documentary accounts of women’s experiences of childbirth and motherhood, as ‘To My Dear Child’ demonstrates, maternal voices and narratives were plentiful within poetic forms. Poems from female authors, including Isabella Kelly, Anna Laetita Barbauld, and Joanna Baillie, each attempt to depict the experience of motherhood whether during pregnancy, or later as mothers to infant children. Some of these authors were mothers themselves, while others were not. Joanna Baillie, for example, whilst never giving birth herself, was the niece of famed obstetric practitioners William and John Hunter and sister of physician Matthew Baillie.
 Regardless of their own reproductive history, women could rarely avoid the events of birth altogether, as attendance on other women was still a traditional and regular duty within female social culture during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. The Duke of Sutherland highlighted the expectations placed on women in families when writing of the events surrounding the unexpected timing of the birth of a grandchild, by his daughter Constance, Lady Grosvenor.  In an account of household events, he recollected that ‘the ladies were all in attendance on Constance who has been moved from her temporary place of rest into Elizabeth’s room’.
 Even if not giving birth themselves, women often bore witness to the birth of infants that were the children of relatives or close friends. 
Although Poems on Various Subjects, Entertaining, Elegiac and Religious was published in at least four editions during Winscom’s lifetime (along with one additional reprint of the final edition a year later), very little critical coverage of her works has ever emerged.
 From over 100 poems produced and published by Winscom, A. Elizabeth McKim has produced one of the only studies devoted entirely to her output, focusing on three particular works: ‘The Head-Ach, Or An Ode to Health’, ‘Written the first Morning of the Author’s Bathing at Teignmouth’, and ‘An Invocation to Death’. McKim collects these three under the label of the ‘Headache poems’, due to their ‘valuable historical record of the treatments [...] in England in the 1790s’ and an ‘account of the physical and psychological effects of [Winscom’s own] experience of headache’.
 Since McKim’s article was published in 2005, however, there has continued to be little in the way of further expansion on critical perspectives of Winscom’s poetry. It is only recently that another article has appeared which focuses exclusively on Winscom and her literary output. Norbert Schürer’s ‘Jane Cave Winscom: Provincial Poetry and the Metropolitan Connection’ offers the most detailed biographical research on Winscom’s life to date before also examining the implications of the Winscom family locating themselves in provincial towns rather than a metropolitan centre of commerce and publishing such as London, on the wider recognition of her poetry within contemporary scholarship.
 His review of places where Winscom’s name appears, as well as places where it is omitted, reveals that the scarce few references to her which do exist, such as those offered by Sarah Prescott, Roland Mathias, and Catherine Brennan, have been inclined to make reference to her predominantly for her nationality, as a Welsh writer.
 Although Winscom held strong familial connections to Wales, as well as having lived there for some time, she was, in fact, born of equal Welsh and English descent and spent much of her life in England meaning that her work might be included in both English and Welsh Anglophone categories of eighteenth-century poetry. 
While Schürer’s analysis in particular considers a range of themes from Winscom’s poetry, such as politics, religion, and local communities, he misses out significant themes of others, including birth. By no means one of the author’s most obscure topics of choice, of six of Winscom’s poems selected by Roger Lonsdale for inclusion in his anthology Eighteenth-Century Women Poets, one of these was ‘Written a Few Hours Before the Birth of a Child’.
  Though a short verse, Winscom’s poem reveals much about the speaker’s thoughts prior to the birth of a child. These thoughts, offered in poetic prayer, express the fears and anxieties of a woman submitting herself to the pains of labour in the hope of producing a healthy, living child. The poem itself gives no indication as to whether author and narrator are in fact one in the same; yet, what is evident  throughout Winscom’s collection is that there was much of the poet in her poetry. Across her wide range of subject matter and themes, many involved people, events, or experiences which surrounded Winscom or her family at the time of her writing.
 As Schürer and McKim have both claimed in relation to the ‘Headache Poems’, Winscom herself was the sufferer of debilitating headaches thought to have been migraines. The connection between Winscom and her subject matter in the headache poems has been proved further by Schürer’s having found that ‘The Head-Ach, or an Ode to Health’ appeared in Bonner and Middleton’s Bristol Journal in May 1793, prior to its publication in Winscom’s volume of 1794.
 In this version she included a correspondence address for readers to contribute their own treatments and remedies for head pain. When read together, these three ‘Headache Poems’ indicate that one of Winscom’s interests as a poet lay in creating a patient narrative of her own life and bodily experiences. 
When considering Winscom’s own reproductive experiences and her position as the author of birth poetry, it is important to acknowledge that the first edition of her poetry, printed and sold in 1783, gave her name as ‘Miss Jane Cave’, thus indicating that she was not married at the time of its publication. As might be expected from these dates, while ‘‘On the Death of Mrs Blake, who died in Child-Bed (of her sixth Child)’ was featured, the first volume did not include ‘Written a few Hours before the Birth of a Child’ or any of her other birth poems. Jane Cave had married Thomas Winscom on 17 May 1783, most likely a relatively short time after the publication of the first edition of Poems on Various Subjects, Entertaining, Elegiac and Religious.
 It was then only in the second edition of the collection, in 1786, that ‘Written a few Hours before the Birth of a Child’ was printed alongside ‘The Author’s Address to her first Child previous to its Birth (‘My Dear Child’)’, ‘To My Child, If A Son’ and ‘To My Child, If A Daughter’, each of which discusses a woman’s imaginings of her unborn child.
 
Genealogical records make clear that these poems were not based on her pregnancy with her first surviving child on record, Thomas, who was not born until October of the following year, making it impossible for the timings suggested in the text to refer to this pregnancy and birth.
 Given that the Winscoms had been married approximately three years by the time the second edition of Jane’s poetry was published, however, it may well be the case that the poem may have been based on her own personal experience of giving birth to her daughter Harriot, for whom a date of birth remains unknown, or another child who did not survive to adulthood.
 In another of the birth poems, ‘To My Child. If A Daughter’, Harriot is named suggesting that she was the expected child during the year that these poems were possibly written, and certainly published.
 
Alternatively, as Tristanne Connolly claims about Anna Laetitia Barbauld’s ‘To a Little Invisible Being who is Expected Soon to Become Visible’, the author may have been writing from a perspective of ‘feminine sympathy’, imagining the experience of others whom she has known (perhaps Mrs Blake, or other female acquaintances) to have given birth.
 Further than simply taking this poem in isolation, however, Winscom’s other ‘Birth poems’ also make further connections between the author and her subject matter. Like the identification of her daughter Harriot in her earlier poems, the last of her birth poems to appear in print, ‘Written About a Month after the Birth of the Author’s Son’, published in her 1789 collection when Thomas, whose name is given in the first line, was approximately two years old, clearly demonstrates that the speaker is Winscom herself.
 
A later volume of literary Prose and Poetry, on Religious, Moral and Entertaining Subjects, like Winscom’s final two editions of her collection of poetry, although attributed only to a Mrs Rueful, bears a similar title to Winscom’s earlier editions and contains many of her own poems.
 The text claims to be authentic in its retelling of a true story of the ‘history of Orenzo and Sarah’, an unhappily married couple. The prose narrative also reiterates the author’s sorrow on being closely connected with the story of financial misfortunes and a husband’s infidelity by frequenting a local establishment described by the author as a ‘sink of abominations’ and only further identified as ‘D—e’s Brothel’.
 Alongside descriptions of personal struggles experienced by the author in needing to support her children in times of financial and domestic hardship, the editing of pre-existing poetic material also suggests that this book is in fact an autobiographical account from Winscom herself. Prose is interwoven with relevant poetry from earlier editions as a means of documenting the personal experiences of Winscom or ‘Sarah’. One of the Headache poems, ‘An Invocation to Death’, was retitled as the more personal ‘Sarah’s Invocation to Death’, making a direct connection between the protagonist character Sarah and Winscom herself who had appealed to the public of Bristol for remedies and relief from her own head pain.
 Although unchanged in the contents page of the volume, the title of ‘Written a few Hours before the Birth of a Child’ was also included in Sarah’s story and relabelled as ‘Written a few Hours before the Birth of my first child’, once again emphasizing the autobiographical nature of her writing.

Although these indications do indeed point towards the authenticity of Winscom’s birth poems being based on her own maternal experiences, we may at least question the legitimacy of the claim made by the title of ‘Written a few Hours before the Birth of a Child’. As the timing of the writing in relation to the event of the birth itself is given in retrospective terms as ‘a few Hours before’, it would be reasonable to assume it was at least titled after the event itself, or may not be accurate to any particular number of hours. Whether or not the poem was written in the time frame which the title suggests, however, there remains the exciting truth that whether influenced by her own experience or the experiences of others she knew, Winscom made one of the earliest, if not the first, published attempt to document a woman’s experience of pregnancy so near to the time of delivery itself in poetic form. Her key interest in capturing this experience through verse was focused on documenting both the psychological and emotional preparations which a woman might make before giving birth, rather than any physiological sensation or pain which she was likely to have felt prior to delivery. Her language surrounding the physical aspects of childbirth, which anticipates birth with the phrase ‘prepare me for that hour,’ suggests that the time period which she points towards is that which either narrowly precedes or follows the onset of early labour.
 
The poem’s form meets many of the contemporary expectations of how an eighteenth-century hymn would be composed. Winscom used common metre, a popular choice of the period, for ‘Written a Few Hours Before the Birth of a Child’ and her prefacing words to subscribers, which appeared as early as the first edition, includes a list of authors, ‘Seward, Steele [and] More’, whose works she may have tried to emulate, or may have referred to these works in the production of her hymns and other poetry.
 While literary influences were undoubtedly significant to Winscom, this poem, along with a number of others hymns in her collection, including ‘An Hymn for Consecration, sung at the Opening of the Countess of Huntingdon’s Chapels in Brecon, Worcester, &c.’ and ‘An Hymn for a Child who has lost its Father or Mother’, suggests that the hymn form was equally important, if not more so, as a signifier of the poet’s own faith.
 The specific details of Winscom’s personal religious beliefs have been debated by literary critics for some time. This issue of biography is particularly important to Winscom’s birth poetry given that this small collection is predominantly made up of spiritual meditations on both motherhood and raising children. Even though many of her poems and aspects of biographical information give a clear indication that she was Methodist, the details of whether her own Methodism was that which subscribed to Calvinist or Wesleyan teachings appears to be an issue which has not yet been fully resolved. Roland Mathias interprets Winscom’s having written in English as a clear sign that she was a follower of ‘Wesley’s Methodism rather than that of Daniel Rowland and the Calvinist followers of Whit[e]field’.
 Alternatively, Sarah Prescott argues against this, asserting the belief that Winscom’s poetry ‘clearly aligns her with the Calvinist Methodism which flourished in, and was associated with, Wales.’
 Prescott’s view is derived from close analysis of a variety of Winscom’s poetry including three of her elegiac verses: ‘On the Death of Mr. Whitefield’, ‘On the Death of the Rev. Mr. Howell Harris’, and ‘On the Death of the Rev. Mr. Watkins’. Though Schürer does not establish a firm position on either assessment, but does admit that Winscom’s elegy for Harris is ‘more personal in tone, figuring him in terms of friendship and family’, his own findings include reference to evidence of correspondence between Jasper Winscom, Jane’s father-in-law, and John Wesley and even between Wesley and Jane herself.
 These exchanges of letters between the family and Wesley draw attention to the distinct possibility that Jasper Winscom, if not Thomas also, raised his family as followers of Wesleyan Methodism.
Clear answers regarding Winscom’s religion may come from negotiating with both of these views which, although they appear to be incompatible, are nevertheless significant interpretations of Winscom’s adult life and work, alongside information regarding the faith which Winscom may have been taught from early childhood. Among the critics mentioned above only Mathias has looked towards any biographical history of Winscom’s parents and their religious beliefs. Winscom’s father, John Cave, a glover and former excise officer, also published a book entitled An Epistle to the Inhabitants of Gillingham, In the County of Dorset: wherein is a Looking-Glass for the Faithful, a treatise which details the author’s own experience of religious learning. In his prefacing address to the reader, Cave makes reference to his encounters with ‘the Ministry of Mr. Howell Harries’, during which he explains, ‘the Lord was graciously pleased to reveal himself unto me.’
 His devotion to Harris’s teachings as ‘the true Knowledge of God’ indicates that Cave subscribed to Calvinist Methodism and was likely to have encouraged his daughter in a similar education in her early life. Yet, her husband’s family, it would seem, were not persuaded by the same influences. As Schürer has discovered, Winscom’s father-in-law Jasper Winscom corresponded with John Wesley with some frequency, and Wesley’s letters in response to Jasper’s descriptions of family life provide evidence that there was either a level of personal confidence which the two men shared, or at least that Winscom sought advice from Wesley, perhaps due to his position as a religious leader and educator. If it was the case, then, that the Cave and Winscom families were guided in the direction of different types of Methodism, Jane Cave Winscom would have been brought up as a follower of Calvinist thought and practices, but would have joined a family with Wesleyan connections. 

Schürer’s research into Wesley’s correspondence further reveals that Thomas Winscom married without his father’s approval, a matter which caused unrest within the family. Wesley, having written to both Jasper and his daughter-in-law with advice on repairing the tenuous relationship that existed between Jasper and his son and daughter-in-law, appears to indicate that Jane Cave Winscom was keen to obtain the approval of her in-laws and to be accepted by them as a member of the family. Just as Wesley advised her to remain agreeable and polite with her husband’s father, it may also be the case that Jane attempted to assimilate her once-Calvinist beliefs more closely with the Winscom family’s Wesleyan views, hence also receiving advice from Wesley. On the other hand, she may simply have been influenced by her husband’s beliefs in their cohabiting and raising children within the household. 
While Prescott looks to the first edition of Winscom’s poetry to evidence her Calvinist beliefs, the only version published prior to her marriage, Schürer refers to the later 1794 edition which may account, at least in part, for some of the differences in interpretation.
 As each edition was edited, the poems which were published within each were subject to revision and variation – some poems were removed and newer material was added. Where the 1783 edition includes those which Prescott finds to indicate Winscom’s Calvinist beliefs, including ‘On the Death of Mr. Whitefield’ and ‘On the Death of the Rev. Mr. Howell Harris’, and ‘On the Death of the Rev. Mr. Watkins’, only the latter of these three remains included in the 1794 printed text. Schürer takes this as a sign that ‘Winscom was trying to make her volume less Welsh,’ yet also admits that, if this is the case, ‘On the Death of Mrs. Maybery, of Brecon’ was not also removed.
 This type of editing might also indicate a shift in her religious beliefs, away from the earlier Calvinist teachings which she had received towards a Wesleyan model, in the passage of time since her marriage. Poems such as those elegies, written as tribute to Calvinist minsters, were replaced with others which, as Prescott comments, ‘deal specifically with her experience of marriage, childbirth and motherhood.’
 By the time Winscom wrote her birth poems she had been married to Thomas for some time and may well have integrated his family’s Wesleyan beliefs into her own faith and religious practices. 

Among those poems which were printed in subsequent editions of Winscom’s collection, were featured an increasing number which focused on matters of health, discussing headaches as well as childbirth, indicating that she may have taken some interest in Wesley’s views specifically in relation to links between physical and spiritual health. Wesley is documented as having treated medical care with an almost equal respect to that which he awards religious faith in his published guidance to his followers. In his treatise Primitive Physick, Wesley claims ‘’[t]is probable, Physick as well as Religion, was in the First Ages chiefly traditional’.
 His narrative indicates that he pursued an active interest in research and publications by practitioners, including Thomas Sydenham among others, yet also maintained a strong belief in the power of prayer as a means of communicating bodily needs for purposes of encouraging divine intervention and supernatural cures for physical ailments. Furthermore, Wesley also recognised the possibility for a public shift away from viewing religious worship as a means of improving health and curing illness in favour of professionalized, empirical medical discourses. In addition to his discussion of ‘Regimen, or Manner of Living’, made up of medical advice ‘chiefly transcribed from Dr. Cheyne’, Wesley also advises ‘[a]bove all, add to the rest, (for it is not labour lost) that Old, Unfashionable Medicine, Prayer. And have faith in God, who “killeth and maketh alive, who bringeth down to the Grave and bringeth up.”’
 This belief of his is not dissimilar to that which Winscom draws attention to in ‘Written a few Hours before the Birth of a Child’ in which she contemplates the possibility of death in childbirth and prays to God as an acknowledgment that only God’s will shall control the events of birthing. Similarly, while Winscom, like Wesley, shows a degree of familiarity with commonplace domestic medical literature that would have been accessible during her lifetime in Prose and Poetry, on Religious, Moral and Entertaining Subjects, by referencing Hugh Smythson’s The Compleat Family Physician, her sentiments in ‘Written a few Hours before the Birth of a Child’ equally parallel Wesley’s faith in the power of prayer and in God over life and death rather than introducing the benefits of medical care to this already complex equation.
 As the poem describes the feelings of a woman who readies herself for ‘pain, or agony, or death’, all reasonable apprehensions in the context of eighteenth-century birthing, the verse also points towards religious devotion as both a means of self-medicating and as an emotional coping mechanism in response to fears relating to the painful and physically exhausting work of giving birth.
 
Winscom’s poetic prayer demonstrates her deference and willingness for God to determine the outcome of the delivery, claiming ‘[w]ith joy shall I give up my breath’ should any complications result in her death.
 As these personal hopes and fears unfold, she asks for strength as well as ‘patience to submit, / To what shall best thy goodness please’.
 Her final request is still more revealing about her personal apprehensions of childbirth as she asks that 
If death thy pleasure be;

O may the harmless babe I bear

Haply expire with me.
 
This request, initially startling to the modern reader, is underpinned by a fear of leaving her child without a mother’s care should she die in childbirth. Winscom was by no means alone in these fears and was not the only women to express similar feelings through poetry. Elizabeth Hands, a writer whom much like Winscom, was ‘born in obscurity, and never emerg[ed] beyond the lower stations in life’, also drew on her own maternal experiences and fears of birth for her poem ‘On the Author’s Lying-In, August, 1785’.
 Hands’ poem shares a number of features with Winscom’s birth poems, most closely with ‘Written a few Hours before the Birth of a Child’. Like this verse of Winscom’s, Hands’ poem, is also written as a prayer and takes the possibility of death in childbed as its central focus. In contrast to the perspective of Winscom’s poem in which the speaker reflects upon her fears of death in childbirth prior to actually giving birth, however, Hands’ speaker gives thanks to God for preserving her life. ‘I live!’ she exclaims, ‘my God be prais’d , I live, / And do most thankfully receive, /The bounty of my life’.
 These joyful expressions are suggestive of the range of fears which the speaker experienced both prior to and during the delivery of her infant daughter and the relief she now feels having been safely guided through the ordeal so that she may ‘live, still longer’.
 The realities of childbirth during the eighteenth century included the risks of both infant and maternal mortality, or potentially both. Statistics provided by Robert Woods suggest that, at the time of Winscom’s writing, 90 in every 10,000 deliveries in England resulted in maternal death.
 Winscom herself experienced pregnancy on at least two occasions during a period which mostly saw declines, with only intermittent or small increases in infant and maternal mortality as well as stillbirths. Yet the remaining loss of life and memories of generations of women who had faced higher risks, often with lesser medical care, were still present within public consciousness. 
Arrangements made specifically for Winscom’s confinements are among biographical details which remain unknown. It is likely that she gave birth at home given that, as Schürer indicates, her life was spent in provincial rather than metropolitan areas such as London or Manchester where public lying-in facilities would have been more likely to have been readily available to a middle-class family such as the Winscoms.
 Even in rural and provincial towns maternity care was subject to much improvement by the late eighteenth century and the number of medical manuals which offered instruction and advice to attending practitioners had increased steadily since the mid-sixteenth century. As Helen King notes, the female reproductive body became subject to ‘intense interest’, particularly from male medical professionals whose academic training had not prepared them for the seemingly social and non-professional duties of managing childbirth.
 While these developments contributed to decreasing rates of mortality for women and children, medical literature continued to make no secret of the pains of labour and delivery. Manuals offered by female midwives, including Jane Sharp and Elizabeth Nihell and male practitioners, such as Henry Bracken, Thomas Denman, and Giles Watts, openly acknowledged the hard and painful process of ‘travail’ or labour before delivery.
 In spite of this though, there was considerably less content directed specifically at women’s particular fears and apprehensions surrounding birth. Martha Mears’ midwifery guidance text The Pupil of Nature, published in 1797, was one of the earliest manuals to address such personal issues as anxiety during pregnancy through an in-depth discussion. ‘Essay III’ of the eleven which make up her text examines the psychological journey that women undertake throughout pregnancy and childbirth, highlighting a number of key issues which were liable to affect women’s mental wellbeing, as well as the development of her unborn infant, and methods for managing a healthy progression of gestation. With regards to fears, similar to those expressed by Winscom, Mears warns that ‘[o]ne of the first and most prevailing passions in the breasts of pregnant women is fear. The happiness of becoming mothers is sourly checked by preposterous ideas of danger.’
 ‘Hope’, she continues, is ‘so justly, so emphatically called the balm and life-blood of the soul’, a message not dissimilar to the hope and comfort which Winscom’s speaker finds in her own prayer and reflection.
 In both literary and medical texts of the late eighteenth century, such as those written by Winscom and Mears, an increased level of public discussion around women’s experiences of childbearing, especially those that were personal, is apparent.

In addition to beliefs surrounding supernatural intervention and healing, those who subscribed to the Methodist faith during the eighteenth century, as Robert Webster comments, ‘saw themselves fitting into an ars moriendi tradition that attempted to value the experience of a good death. In various narratives that depicted final hours of suffering a glimpse was offered into the state of the departing soul […] often the desire for healing was eschewed by the faithful in favour of transportation into another realm of existence where peace and harmony were actualized.’
 ‘Written a Few Hours Before the Birth of a Child’ can be read as a final hours prayer in which, in the face of uncertainty, Winscom attempts to reassure herself a ‘good death’. In addition to descriptions which, not only obey, but readily acquiesce to the will of God, Winscom also seeks to convey honesty, integrity, and a candid approach to being guided by divine will through the poem’s form and language. Her plain vocabulary and her use of a ballad quatrain makes ‘Written a Few Hours Before the Birth of a Child’ accessible to the broadest possible literate readership. These choices of simple wording and a lack of complexity in any of her descriptions of feeling or emotion further complement the impression given by the use of an intimate prayer, of the speaker’s openness and honesty in her plea for ‘aid’ during birth.
 
These written reflections indicate that Winscom had spent time seriously contemplating the possibilities of delivery and was not unrealistic in her assumptions about the risks and potential complications associated with giving birth. Like the final lines of ‘Written a Few Hours Before the Birth of a Child’, anxieties surrounding maternal death and subsequently leaving an infant without a mother’s care are echoed in other poems written by Winscom, including ‘To My Dear Child’, an address to her as-yet-unborn child.
 Her verse describes these fears in detail:
What unknown cares obstruct my rest, 

What new emotions fill my breast!

I count the days so oft re-told

E’er I my infant can behold.

Thought after thought intrudes a dart,

And strange forebodings fill my heart.

These ‘new’ feelings which pervade the mind of an expectant mother, disturbing her happiness and contentment at the prospect of the birth of her child, bear striking similarities to those which Mears later described in her medical manual. Although dark in their very nature, Winscom’s thoughts are only those which contemporary readers, a female audience in particular, would be likely to empathize with, and would be understood as part of her preparations for birth and a potential transition from life into death. The poem contains two particular wishes. The first, like ‘Written a few Hours before the Birth of a Child’, desires that,, in the event of her fear of maternal death being realized the infant might ‘breathless with thy mother lie’.
 In the second, the speaker more optimistically hopes ‘Perhaps I yet may live to see / My child grow up and comfort me’.

Though chiefly foreboding and fearful, these thoughts are quickly expanded upon by an intrinsically practical approach to the possibility of the unborn infant being left without a mother’s care. The stanzas of the poem which follow are dedicated to providing a written record of hopes and advice which the child, should they survive, would be able refer to in later life, again in the event that 

Perhaps the time which gives you life,

Deprives Eusebius of his wife;

And you for circling years may spare,

Who ne’er will know a mother’s care.
 

The figure of Eusebius is one which not only occurs in ‘To My Dear Child’, but also in another of Winscoms’ birth poems, ‘On the Death of Mrs Blake’. Here Eusebius represents a husband left widower, possibly with a surviving infant, after his wife has given birth. Although he is not described in any detail, the use of the word ‘deprives’ is somewhat sympathetic, suggesting that such a loss may be keenly felt by the mourning husband. In the elegy ‘On the Death of Mrs Blake’, the widowed Eusebius is again used as an indication of maternal mortality as the name is a substitution for the presumably real Mr Blake, ‘The fond Eusebius view[ing] his lovely wife’, who initially appeared to have recovered from the birth of her sixth child, but died within a week of delivery.
 A first glance, the choice of the name Eusebius specifically to depict a loving husband and father appears puzzling, and one wonders whether Winscom had in fact read a history of the  life of roman historian Eusebius which is now lost to modern readers. On deeper examination, however, a more likely source for theses references to Eusebius than a history volume is William Darrell’s The Gentleman Instructed, in the Conduct of a Virtuous and Happy Life. Darrell’s manual was first published in 1704 and reprinted on many occasions, meaning that although the text predates Winscom’s own birth, it is nevertheless likely to have been an accessible and appealing read. Darrell offers guidance on the instruction of young gentlemen through a dialogue between an instructor and his pupil; Eusebius advises Neander on a series of topics including the ‘Duties of a Christian’.
 It is not difficult to see why the manual may well have attracted the eye of Winscom whose interests in parenting and the instruction of children are evidenced in her birth poetry as well as others within her collection including ‘To a Youth, inclinable to Gaiety’, ‘A Poem for Children, on Cruelty to the Irrational Creation’ and ‘To a Young Gentleman much addicted to Detraction’.
 A biography and history of Darrell’s character Eusebius is also provided in the preface to the text. Eusebius, he explained, represents ‘a Scholar, Soldier and Courtier, and in all these States a Saint’, thus providing Winscoms with a model figure on which to base her advice to her unborn child.
 Such an image, it would be reasonable to suspect, may have been particularly attractive to Jane Cave Winscom, given the difficulties that she experienced within her on marriage, as relayed in her history of Orenzo and Sarah. In addition to these desirable traits, Darrell’s Eusebius is also noted to have ‘had the good Fortune to be born of a Mother, whose Wisdom vied with her Piety, and both indeed were extraordinary: She trained him up from the Cradle in the Duties of a Christian’, attributes which Winscom herself would have been likely to aspire to in raising her children.
 Further than the use, or at least influence, of the character Eusebius, is also the possibility that Darrell’s ideas contained within the book also had some bearing on Winscom’s own views as expressed within her poems. Her guidance, offered in the form of maternal instruction, undertakes to express a variety of directions for intellectual, social, and emotional wellbeing:
Be courteous, prudent, virtuous, wise,

Each friend’s instruction always prize.

And if you’re cast in learning’s way,

Improve each moment of the day,

And grasp at knowledge whilst you may.

These values which were upheld by Winscom as essential to the education, personality and behaviour of her child, include some of those which were also advocated by Darrell. In ‘Duties of a Christian’, Eusebius emphasized the importance of education, instructing: ‘In a word, Neander, enrich your Understanding by the Knowledge of Things that become your Quality; and when you are doubly equipp’d (I mean with a fair Estate, and a good fund of Learning) what can you desire more but an ordinary Stock of Prudence to lay them out to Advantage?’
 In the same way that Darrell emphasised those characteristics which he labelled to be among the duties of a Christian, Winscom suggested a focus on learning as a formula for a good life, and a means of obeying and attending God. 
The two poems which immediately followed ‘To My Dear Child’, ‘To My Child, If A Son’ and ‘To My Child, If a Daughter’, also offer practical, instruction to an unborn infant intended for later life. So much are these two prepared in the same spirit as the previous poem that without additional titles and entries into the contents pages of the volume they might be mistaken for one in the same verse. Though unlike ‘To My Dear Child’, both of these poems are specific to the gender of the child which they address and the advice contained within each is focused on issues of courtship.  In ‘To My Child, If A Son’, Winscom’s speaker is keen to encourage her son to exercise caution over his affections and treat the object of his desires with care and respect. First, her primary interest lies in protecting her son against entering into a marriage which he may later regret. ‘If you, my son, should e’er incline/ In Hymen’s careful bands to join/Observe the maid who suits your heart’, she advises, before progressing on to more serious warnings.
 ‘With ardour seek —her love obtain—/ Then to desert and give her pain’, she cautions, with more than a hint of apprehension that her unborn son might, without guidance, fall into a pattern of insalubrious behaviours with regard to his treatment of women.
 In her guidance to her daughter, Winscom warns, ‘External beauty has no charms, /If disengaged from Virtue’s arms’, stressing that her unborn child Harriot should pay close attention to the cultivation of her mind and manners, regardless of how comely she may be in her appearance.
 Like ‘To My Child, If A Son’, the poem then turns to courtship as its chief matter of concern. While Winscom is not necessarily troubled by her daughter’s duty and behaviour towards male suitors in the way she is of her son, her speaker emphasises the need for young women to be watchful of ‘Whom to accept and whom to refuse’.
 Her maternal anxieties for her daughter’s future focus on the possibility that ‘the deep deceits of men’ might go undetected during courtship, later entrapping Harriot in a loveless marriage. Moreover, she is painfully aware of the fact that her poem ‘own[s] a task beyond her pen’, and that her advice may yet prove ineffective in her daughter’s future relationships. A letter, also addressed to an unborn child, was printed alongside ‘To My Child, If A Daughter’ as a further explanation of the poem itself.
 The letter, while being noted as being attached to one poem only, makes no specific reference to gender and might apply as well to Winscom’s poem addressed to a son, as to that addressed to a daughter. The narrative of the letter makes clear that, as is the case with all of Winscom’s birth poems with the exception of ‘On the Death of Mrs Blake, which still deals directly with maternal death, the ‘To My Child’ poems are intended as guidance in the event of maternal death before she herself could administer the advice. 
The series of considerations made by a mother in preparing her child for later life is a theme which remains consistent in the majority of poems examined here and provides another valid justification for viewing Winscom’s birth poetry as a collective beyond the generic subject of the poems themselves. If displayed in isolation, any one of these verses would be incomplete at least without the other two advice poems, if not the whole body of Winscom’s work which is centred on pregnancy, birth, and the experience of motherhood. In each instance the speaker’s imagination is projected so as to be experiencing motherhood purely through her own imagination, yet the advice presented might be real enough. These three poems locate Winscom within two different yet connected literary traditions: maternal instruction manuals for children and advice poetry. Like Winscom, earlier women writers, including Dorothy Leigh, Elizabeth Joscelin, Susannah Bell, and Elizabeth Grymeston, had also written and published records of advice to their unborn offspring in the event that they might die during childbirth.
 While the unfortunate truth behind these documents is that many of these women pre-empted their own fate and did in fact die due to complications related to giving birth, Winscom was not among them for this reason. Happily the date of her death, in 1812, indicates that, perhaps as a result of improved delivery methods, she had the use of her own reflections and was able to offer her advice to her children in person.

That Winscom lived and wrote in a later period than her predecessors who had penned similar advice texts meant that as well as experiencing better medical care during birth, she was also exposed to a different, certainly larger, set of literary influences. Though both the Cave and Winscom families appear to have always lived in small provincial towns, this appears not to have restricted Jane’s access to reading material. The personal importance of Winscom’s attempts to acquire reading material and expand her literary knowledge is evidenced in the poem ‘To a Lady who lent the Author, (tho’ quite a stranger) two valuable Volumes &c.’ 
 Her choice of poetry as a form through which to communicate her maternal advice is particularly significant because, as Patricia Meyer Spacks explains, alongside the popular genre of conduct literature which had continued to be a source of guidance, eighteenth-century readers also ‘turned to poetry for investigation of such matters as how one should live, not primarily because of the absence of other resources, but rather because they believed poetry a particularly authoritative literary mode.’
 
Winscom herself claimed within her collection that most of these poems were ‘not intended for publication, nor would they have been inserted here, but in compliance with the request of several friends’, but, given that her work suggests her to have been an avid reader, she was most likely to have been aware of contemporary trends of viewing poetry as material through which one might reflect on matters of lifestyle, including parenting.
 Although it may have been the case when she initially set down her thoughts about maternity on paper that these poems were written as personal reflections, the fact that they had been seen by others at all suggests that they were not completely private documents, or that the statement was inserted as a purely cautionary measure. She may well have perceived that her reflections on maternity were not the stuff of canonical poetry, or even remotely similar in content to the works of those authors, such as Steele and More, that she so admired. Yet, as Schürer alludes to on more than one occasion, Winscom appears not to have made any attempt to establish herself within higher profile, London-based literary circles, and never published there.
 It may have been the very fact that she remained within small-town surroundings, therefore, which gave her the freedom to publish poetry of a different kind. Spacks draws attention to the work of well-known poets who offered advice in their writing, such as Alexander Pope and the Countess of Winchilsea; yet, even poetry of the most personal nature could provide advice to a wider audience than might first be perceived.
 Ann Yearsley, writing in 1795, offered a range of views on child-rearing from the earliest days of motherhood expressed through a dialogue of friendship, one mother to another, in her poem ‘To Mira, On the Care of her Infant’.
 Winscom’s own approach assumes a position of authority as a mother, extending her advice beyond her own children to readers through publication, about the early days of parenthood whilst also acting as an advocate for self-medication against the pains of labour through the medium of prayer.
Reproduction, in both its medical and cultural contexts, influenced women’s literary creativity throughout the long eighteenth century. A growth in professional medical interests towards reproductive medicine and surgery, as well as the admission of the male practitioner into the lying-in chamber from the late seventeenth century in England, brought the events of childbirth further into public culture than social norms had previously allowed. Alongside a rapid increase in the amount of medical literature that had been made available in relation to maternity and neonatal care, women’s own interpretations of procreation also emerged within literature. Lonsdale’s anthology contains no less than nine poems which address birth as a central subject and Paula Backscheider and Catherine Ingrassia have dedicated an entire section of their anthology British Women Poets of the Long Eighteenth Century to the subject of motherhood; however, there remains a notable absence of birth poetry from much contemporary scholarship.
 These poems, of which Winscom’s ‘Written a Few Hours Before the Birth of a Child’ is just one example, illustrate childbirth as an important social, medical, physical, and psychological event for their respective speakers. Each author presents a unique way of thinking about these experiences whether discussing practical advice or metaphysical interpretations of birth, describing joy in new life or detailing fears of death either for themselves or their children. The volume and content of Winscom’s birth poetry means that she is a key figure in the production of literature based on maternity. Like McKim’s identification of Winscom’s collection of ‘headache poems’, I have been able to apply a similar categorization to Winscom’s ‘birth poetry’, for which a personal narrative is similarly evident. Her work applies conventional forms used by other, well-known female poets in order to produce verse based on less conventional themes. Reading all six birth poems together, it is clear that they make up a highly original collection, distinctive for their clear depictions of the earliest stages of the life cycle: pregnancy, birth, and neo-natal care, as well offering a range of practical thoughts to readers. Far from creating an idealized image of childbearing, Winscom’s candid commentaries offer a detailed insight into how women’s creative ambitions could be shaped by the frightening ordeal of childbirth and the experience of motherhood, often related to the apprehensions that came with parenting in the eighteenth century. Her work presented brave new content for women’s poetry and contributed to developing the landscape of women’s writing through which subjects such as childbirth became increasingly accessible throughout the eighteenth and into the nineteenth-century print market.
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