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This paper derives from the author’s work as an art therapist in the Department of Fetal
Medicine at the National Maternity Hospital, Dublin, Ireland. This role centres on providing
therapeutic support to women and couples who receive a diagnosis of a severe/fatal fetal
anomaly during pregnancy. These diagnoses often bring complex dilemmas about whether
to continue or to terminate what are usually much-wanted pregnancies. The therapeutic work
takes as its focus supporting women/couples through their decision-making process and
along their subsequent trajectory, whether that means an elective termination, continuing the
pregnancy (awaiting an uncertain outcome), navigating in-utero demise or bearing the
delivery of a baby whose lifespan may be brief (hours to days). Meaning-making and
memory-making in the aftermath of these losses is a key part of the work.

The specific impact of any experience of perinatal loss will be unique to the individual or
couple, resting on their subjective sense of ‘what it is’ or ‘who it is’ that has been lost. The
termination of a highly desired pregnancy brings its own specific complexities, particularly
within the current legal framework in Ireland, where it may be necessary to travel to obtain a
termination.

This paper will explore the ways in which a creative arts therapy approach may usefully
support these experiences. This may require attending to the bodily experience of the
pregnancy itself, to traumatic memories of the termination and/or delivery, as well as
facilitating a space in which a woman or couple can ‘be with’ their memories and experience
of their baby, no matter how ephemeral or transient. There is a delicate kind of negotiation
here between memory, remembering and memorialising but ultimately looking towards
recovery of a sense of forward momentum. The paper will interweave case vignettes and
images from the author’s own arts practice, made in response to this therapeutic work.
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