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The Midwife's Apprentice is a historical novel by Karen Cushman, published in 1996. Set in the
late 14th century in England, this coming-of-age story follows a young girl named Brat, who is taken
in by a midwife named Jane. Through her experiences, Brat transforms from an orphaned and
nameless child into a skilled apprentice midwife, navigating the complexities of life, society, and her
own identity. The novel explores themes of self-discovery, societal roles, and the power of women in
a patriarchal society. In this article, we will delve into the characters, themes, historical context, and
the significance of the story.



Characters

Brat/Alyce

Brat, later named Alyce, is the protagonist of the story. Initially introduced as a nameless girl
scavenging in the streets, she embodies the struggles faced by abandoned children in medieval
society. As she learns the trade of midwifery, she gains confidence and a sense of purpose. Her
evolution from a timid orphan to a capable and self-assured young woman is central to the novel's
narrative.

Jane the Midwife

Jane is Brat's mentor, a seasoned midwife who teaches her the skills necessary for delivering babies
and caring for mothers. Although she is gruff and strict, Jane ultimately plays a crucial role in Brat's
development. She represents the traditional role of women in society and serves as a bridge between
the old ways and the new, fostering both knowledge and compassion in her apprentice.

Other Supporting Characters

- Martha: A local woman who seeks Jane’s assistance in childbirth, she represents the everyday lives
of women in the village.

- The villagers: Various townsfolk who interact with Brat and Jane, reflecting the community's
attitudes towards midwives and women in general.

- The babies and mothers: These characters, while often unnamed, are essential to the narrative, as
they highlight the stakes and emotional weight of Brat's work.

Themes

Self-Discovery and Identity

A primary theme in The Midwife's Apprentice is the journey of self-discovery. Brat's transformation
into Alyce signifies her reclamation of identity. Throughout the story, she struggles with feelings of
worthlessness and the desire for belonging. Her journey is marked by:

1. Acceptance of her name and identity
2. Gaining respect from the community
3. Learning to trust her skills and instincts

Gender Roles and Women's Empowerment

The novel poignantly discusses the societal expectations placed on women. In medieval England,
women often had limited roles defined by marriage and motherhood. However, through her
apprenticeship, Brat learns a trade that grants her a degree of independence and respect. This



theme is illustrated as she:

- Gains knowledge and skills traditionally reserved for women
- Challenges societal norms by stepping into a profession dominated by women
- Develops relationships with other women that empower her

Community and Belonging

As Brat transitions into her new life, the importance of community and belonging becomes evident.
Her relationship with Jane, the villagers, and the mothers she helps illustrates the
interconnectedness of lives in a small village. The community is both supportive and judgmental,
reflecting the dual nature of human relationships. Key points include:

- Brat’s struggle for acceptance within the village
- The support system provided by women in the community
- The role of shared experiences in building connections

Historical Context

Medieval Midwifery

Understanding the role of midwives in medieval society is crucial to appreciating the novel's context.
Midwives were often the primary caregivers during childbirth, a significant event in any community.
They were relied upon for their knowledge of herbal remedies and childbirth techniques, making
them invaluable to women during this time. However, they also faced skepticism and scrutiny,
especially with the rise of the medical profession dominated by men. The novel captures this tension,
showcasing the importance of midwifery as a female-dominated profession.

Life in 14th Century England

The setting of The Midwife's Apprentice provides insight into the daily life of people in the 14th
century. The novel depicts:

- The harsh realities of poverty and class inequality
- The superstitions and beliefs surrounding childbirth and women's health
- The limited rights and roles available to women during this period

By incorporating these elements, Cushman creates a rich tapestry that reflects the struggles and
triumphs of women like Brat and Jane.

Writing Style and Structure

Karen Cushman's writing style is characterized by its vivid descriptions and engaging narrative
voice. The use of a young protagonist allows readers to experience the world through Brat's eyes,



making her journey relatable and poignant. Key aspects of her writing include:

- First-person perspective: While the story is told in the third person, it closely follows Brat's
thoughts and feelings, allowing readers to connect deeply with her character.

- Rich descriptions: Cushman paints a detailed picture of medieval life, from the sights and sounds of
the village to the intimate moments of childbirth.

- Dialogue: The conversations between characters reflect the dialect and social norms of the time,
adding authenticity to the narrative.

Conclusion

The Midwife's Apprentice is more than just a historical novel; it is a powerful exploration of identity,
gender roles, and the human experience. Through Brat's journey, readers witness the challenges
faced by women in a patriarchal society and the strength that can be found in self-acceptance and
community. Karen Cushman's storytelling resonates with themes that remain relevant today, making
this novel a timeless tale of empowerment and growth. Brat's transformation serves as a reminder
that, regardless of societal expectations, every individual has the potential to carve out their own
identity and find their place in the world. This novel not only entertains but also educates readers
about the important role of women in history, making it a significant addition to children's literature.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The Midwife's Apprentice'?

The main theme of 'The Midwife's Apprentice' revolves around self-discovery, empowerment, and
the journey from insecurity to confidence as the protagonist, Beetle, transforms into a skilled
midwife.

Who is the author of ‘'The Midwife's Apprentice'?

The author of 'The Midwife's Apprentice' is Karen Cushman.

What historical period is 'The Midwife's Apprentice' set in?

The novel is set in medieval England during the 14th century.

How does Beetle's character evolve throughout the story?

Beetle evolves from a homeless, insecure girl to a confident midwife who gains respect and a sense
of belonging in her community as she learns and masters her craft.

What role does the character of Jane, the midwife, play in
Beetle's life?

Jane, the midwife, serves as a mentor to Beetle, providing her with guidance, skills, and a model of
strength, helping Beetle to develop her own identity and abilities.



What challenges does Beetle face in her journey to becoming a
midwife?

Beetle faces numerous challenges, including societal prejudice, her own self-doubt, and the harsh
realities of life as a peasant girl in medieval England.

What significance does the title 'The Midwife's Apprentice'
hold?

The title signifies Beetle's role as a learner under Jane's tutelage, highlighting the importance of
apprenticeship in acquiring skills and knowledge, as well as her growth into a competent midwife.

How does 'The Midwife's Apprentice' address the topic of
women's roles in society?

The book explores women's roles in medieval society, illustrating the limited options available to
them while also showcasing the power and agency women can have through skills like midwifery.

What elements of humor are present in 'The Midwife's
Apprentice'?

The novel incorporates humor through Beetle's witty observations, her interactions with other
characters, and the often comical situations she finds herself in while learning the trade.
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