
The Midwife S Apprentice

The Midwife's Apprentice is a captivating historical novel by Karen Cushman that transports
readers to the medieval English countryside, immersing them in the life and struggles of a young girl
who embarks on a journey of self-discovery. This coming-of-age story not only sheds light on the role
of midwives in society but also explores themes of identity, belonging, and resilience. In this article,
we will delve into the plot, characters, themes, and the historical context of "The Midwife's
Apprentice," while highlighting why it remains a beloved piece of literature for both young readers
and adults alike.

Plot Summary

"The Midwife's Apprentice" follows the tale of a nameless girl, often referred to as “Brat,” who is
homeless and alone until she is taken in by a midwife named Jane. The story is set in 14th-century
England, a time when midwives played a crucial role in childbirth and women's health. The narrative
unfolds as Brat learns the intricacies of midwifery while grappling with her self-worth and place in the
world.

Brat’s Journey

Brat’s journey begins in a state of despair; she is left to fend for herself, scavenging for food and
hiding from the harsh realities of life. Jane, the midwife, offers her a chance at a better life by
teaching her the skills needed to assist in childbirth. This apprenticeship is not just a means of
survival; it becomes a path for Brat to find her identity and purpose.

Throughout the story, we witness Brat’s evolution from a nameless girl to a confident young woman
who gradually becomes known as “the midwife’s apprentice.” Her relationship with Jane is complex,
filled with moments of tension, mentorship, and growth.



Character Analysis

The characters in "The Midwife's Apprentice" are richly drawn, each playing a vital role in Brat's
transformation.

Brat

Brat is the protagonist whose journey from invisibility to self-acceptance is at the heart of the novel.
Initially seen as a “brat” by those around her, she embodies the struggles of many young people
seeking their place in the world. As she learns the trade of midwifery, she becomes more self-assured,
demonstrating perseverance and intelligence. Through her character, Cushman explores themes of
resilience and the importance of mentorship.

Jane, the Midwife

Jane represents the traditional midwife, a woman with a wealth of knowledge about childbirth and
herbal medicine. Although she can be harsh and demanding, her tough love is ultimately what helps
Brat grow. Jane's character also highlights the societal expectations of women during the medieval
period, as well as the respect and power that midwives held in their communities.

Supporting Characters

The supporting characters, including villagers and other women in the community, add depth to the
story. They reflect the various attitudes toward women, childbirth, and social status in the medieval
era. This ensemble illustrates the complexities of medieval life and the interconnectedness of the
community.

Themes in "The Midwife's Apprentice"

Several themes are woven throughout the narrative, making "The Midwife's Apprentice" a rich text for
analysis and discussion.

Identity and Self-Discovery

A central theme of the novel is the quest for identity. Brat starts as an anonymous girl, but through
her experiences and relationships, she learns to embrace her individuality. This theme resonates with
readers of all ages, reminding them of the importance of self-acceptance and personal growth.



Mentorship and Female Relationships

The dynamic between Brat and Jane exemplifies the power of mentorship. Jane’s guidance helps Brat
navigate the complexities of her role as a midwife and as a young woman. The novel celebrates
female relationships and solidarity, emphasizing that women can empower one another through
shared experiences and knowledge.

Resilience in Adversity

Brat's resilience is a powerful element of the story. She faces numerous challenges, including poverty,
loneliness, and societal judgment. However, her ability to adapt and learn from her hardships serves
as an inspiring message about the strength of the human spirit.

Historical Context

Understanding the historical context of "The Midwife's Apprentice" enhances the reading experience.
The novel is set during a time when midwives were essential to the health of women and infants,
often serving as the primary caregivers during childbirth.

Role of Midwives

Midwives were respected figures in medieval society, possessing knowledge of herbal remedies and
childbirth practices. They played a crucial role in communities, often acting as a bridge between
medical knowledge and traditional practices. The novel portrays this role accurately, showcasing the
skills and challenges midwives faced.

Medieval Society and Gender Roles

The story also reflects the rigid gender roles of medieval society. Women were often confined to
domestic roles, with limited opportunities for independence. Through Brat's journey, Cushman
critiques these societal norms while illustrating the potential for women to carve out their own paths.

Conclusion

The Midwife's Apprentice is more than just a tale of a young girl's journey to find her identity; it is
a rich exploration of themes such as resilience, mentorship, and the historical significance of
midwifery in medieval society. Karen Cushman's ability to weave a compelling narrative with well-
developed characters makes this novel a timeless read for both young adults and those interested in
history. Its lessons on self-acceptance and the importance of female relationships continue to
resonate, ensuring that "The Midwife's Apprentice" remains a cherished piece of literature for



generations to come. Whether you are a teacher seeking to introduce students to historical fiction or
a reader looking for an inspiring story, this book is a must-read.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the central themes explored in 'The Midwife's
Apprentice'?
The central themes include the journey of self-discovery, the importance of mentorship, social class
disparities, and the empowerment of women in a historical context.

How does the character of Alyce evolve throughout 'The
Midwife's Apprentice'?
Alyce evolves from a timid and uncertain girl to a confident and skilled midwife, gaining self-esteem
and a sense of belonging through her experiences and the support of her mentor, Jane.

What historical context is relevant to understanding 'The
Midwife's Apprentice'?
The story is set in medieval England, which helps readers understand the roles of women in society,
the practice of midwifery, and the challenges faced by those of lower social standing during that time.

What role does mentorship play in 'The Midwife's Apprentice'?
Mentorship is crucial as Jane, the midwife, acts as a guide and teacher to Alyce, helping her develop
skills, confidence, and a sense of identity, highlighting the importance of support in personal growth.

What impact did 'The Midwife's Apprentice' have on young
readers regarding women's roles?
The book has inspired young readers by showcasing a strong female protagonist who breaks societal
norms, encouraging discussions about women's empowerment and the significance of pursuing one's
passions despite obstacles.
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below. Click on individual results to view contact information and a mapped outline of the …

Midwifery in Ontario
A midwife is a primary care provider who is responsible for all the care necessary for a healthy
expectant person and the baby throughout pregnancy, birth and for six weeks afterward.

Midwife - Wikipedia
A midwife (pl.: midwives) is a health professional who cares for mothers and newborns around
childbirth, a specialisation known as midwifery.

How to Become a Midwife - Canadian Association of Midwives
Being a midwife is a challenging and rewarding career. You are guiding the birthing person through
one of the most transformative experiences a person can have. You will provide the …

Community Midwives of Toronto - Home
Aug 4, 2020 · Community Midwives of Toronto was founded in 1994, the year midwifery was
legislated in Ontario. We are centrally located in Toronto at Bloor St. West and Spadina Ave, …

What Is A Midwife? When To See One & What To Expect
A midwife is a healthcare provider who is trained to provide obstetric and gynecological services,
including primary care, prenatal and obstetric care, and routine gynecological care like annual …

What Is a Midwife? Roles, Types, and Benefits - WebMD
May 20, 2025 · A midwife is a trained health professional who supports healthy women during labor,
delivery, and after childbirth. A midwife can deliver babies at birthing centers, at home, …

How to find a midwife in Canada - BabyCenter Canada
In the past 10 to 15 years, midwifery has grown in Canada, as many women choose a midwife for
their prenatal, birth, and postpartum care. There are currently seven schools of midwifery …

Midwife alliance – A client based midwifery practice serving the …
Established in 1994, Midwife Alliance has grown into a shared care practice of fifteen midwives. Our
midwives have trained in a variety of settings, internationally and in Canada. All midwives …

What is a Midwife? | AOM - Ontario Midwives
Through pregnancy, labour, birth and the first six weeks after birth, you will be cared for by a small
group of midwives. This continuity of care means that you are likely to know the midwife who …

Find a Midwife | AOM - Ontario Midwives
To find an Ontario midwife near you, please type your home address into the search bar on the map
below. Click on individual results to view contact information and a mapped outline of the midwifery
practice group or program's service area boundaries.

Midwifery in Ontario
A midwife is a primary care provider who is responsible for all the care necessary for a healthy
expectant person and the baby throughout pregnancy, birth and for six weeks afterward.

Midwife - Wikipedia
A midwife (pl.: midwives) is a health professional who cares for mothers and newborns around
childbirth, a specialisation known as midwifery.



How to Become a Midwife - Canadian Association of Midwives
Being a midwife is a challenging and rewarding career. You are guiding the birthing person through
one of the most transformative experiences a person can have. You will provide the necessary
support, care and advice during pregnancy, labour and the postpartum period.

Community Midwives of Toronto - Home
Aug 4, 2020 · Community Midwives of Toronto was founded in 1994, the year midwifery was
legislated in Ontario. We are centrally located in Toronto at Bloor St. West and Spadina Ave, easily
accessible by TTC from the Spadina station. There is an elevator and both wheelchair and stroller
accessibility.

What Is A Midwife? When To See One & What To Expect
A midwife is a healthcare provider who is trained to provide obstetric and gynecological services,
including primary care, prenatal and obstetric care, and routine gynecological care like annual
exams and contraception.

What Is a Midwife? Roles, Types, and Benefits - WebMD
May 20, 2025 · A midwife is a trained health professional who supports healthy women during labor,
delivery, and after childbirth. A midwife can deliver babies at birthing centers, at home, or in
hospitals....

How to find a midwife in Canada - BabyCenter Canada
In the past 10 to 15 years, midwifery has grown in Canada, as many women choose a midwife for
their prenatal, birth, and postpartum care. There are currently seven schools of midwifery …

Midwife alliance – A client based midwifery practice serving the …
Established in 1994, Midwife Alliance has grown into a shared care practice of fifteen midwives. Our
midwives have trained in a variety of settings, internationally and in Canada. All midwives are
currently registered with the College of Midwives of Ontario and the Association of …

What is a Midwife? | AOM - Ontario Midwives
Through pregnancy, labour, birth and the first six weeks after birth, you will be cared for by a small
group of midwives. This continuity of care means that you are likely to know the midwife who
delivers your baby. You can choose to have a midwife or a doctor, not both.

Discover the journey of 'The Midwife's Apprentice'—a captivating tale of growth and resilience. Dive
into the story and learn more about this timeless classic!
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