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this is why I am slowing down the planning process of this natal garden 
so that I can consider the sympoietic processes at work within the ex-
change between the human and non-human. I realise that each stage 
of human gestation, birth, and feeding is entangled, and I think that by 
thinking with an entwined natality, there is the possibility of decentring 
the human and expanding the understanding of natality as part of a 
more-than-human world. 
	 The emerging vision for a sympoietic natal garden is one where the 
reciprocity of humans with non-humans is understood as germinal and 
foundational to an expanded comprehension of natality and of gardens.	
Returning to the phrase “on the wisp”  or “on the straw”, straw has become 
both the matter and metaphor for planning this garden. Straw has healing 
properties for both humans and non-humans, and an acknowledgement 
of these reciprocal healing properties can be found in its contemporary 
use in the Straw Incorporation Measure (SIM). This initiative pays farmers 
in Ireland to add straw to their land to improve the soil quality. The Irish 
Farmer’s Association (IFA) says that this scheme “seeks to support tillage 
farmers in undertaking actions which will increase soil organic carbon lev-
els and deliver reductions in GHG emissions”.7 This scheme recognises the 
healing properties that straw has for soil structure. 
	 Additionally, it has been pointed out that straw has healing prop-
erties for humans: straw is used in medicines, and wheat straw is rec-
ognised as having direct health benefits when chewed.8 The reciprocal 
healing properties of straw as part of an ongoing way of living with the 
materiality of place changes our relationship with straw. It is no longer an 
agricultural by-product but a healing material for both humans and non-
humans. I am reminded that straw was ubiquitous within the Irish home, 
so that during pregnancy and birth, a reciprocal relationship was estab-
lished. This way of thinking moves our relationship with birthing bodies 
from an isolated entity towards a reciprocal co-creative relational one, 
such as that proposed by evolutionary developmental biologist Scott Gil-
bert’s theory of the holobiont. Gilbert argues that human pregnancy is 
“an amazing co-metabolic situation”.9 He asserts that “symbiosis is the 
way of life on earth; we are all holobionts by birth”.10 Gilbert’s statement 
that “we are all holobionts by birth” affirms a reciprocal relationship be-
tween the human and non-human, including birthing people and straw. 
	 I made holobiont bowls during my PhD research. It was made by 
wrapping straw pulp around a stone and represents my thinking with the 
work of Donna Haraway and Scott Gilbert. These holobiont bowls are a 
gesture towards the ongoing exchange between matter, in this instance, 
between straw and stone. A holobiont is the coming together of a host 
with many other species which together form an ecological unit through 
symbiosis. Gilbert argues that “human pregnancy […] is an amazing co-
metabolic situation […] “birth” is not the birth of a so-called individual. 
Birth is the continuation of the holobiont community”.11 The holobiont 
bowl is a metaphor for Gilbert’s assertion that “birth is the continuation 
of the holobiont community”.
	 Rather than focusing exclusively on the health benefits of a na-
tal garden for humans, I am starting this creative project thinking with 
straw and soil. Feminist environmental theorist Maria Puig de la Bel-
lacasa’s work on soil care explores the significance of a more-than-hu-

man engagement with soil that challenges human exceptionalism ap-
proaches to ecology. As they state, “what soil is thought to be, affects 
the ways in which it is cared for, and vice versa, modes of care have ef-
fects in what soils become”.12 Thinking with Puig de la Bellacassa and 
Haraway, who assert that, “philosophical and materially, I am a com-
postist, not a posthumanist. Critters – human and not – become-with 
each other, compose and decompose each other”.13 Haraway’s concept 
of compost and composting is part of a theoretical framework in which 
to rethink the entanglement of bodies with matter. She goes one step 
further and declares that “we are compost, not posthuman; we inhabit 
the humus-ities, not the humanities”.14 It is her assertion that critters, ‘hu-
man and not–become–with each other’, that is informing how I approach 
the making of a natal garden.							        
	 One early experiment I conducted was to use a holobiont bowl 
to plant borage seeds. These bowls create a form of container gar-
den that is not rooted in a particular location, yet there continues to 
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Making a holobiont bowl, straw pulp wrapped around stone,  2022
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be an ongoing exchange between the matter of the straw, soil, and 
seeds. Creating holobiont containers is a reminder of the sympoi-
etic exchange between matter. These bowls sit on the land; they are 
not rooted within it. This, for me, is a metaphor for how human birth 
is removed from its community. This separation of birth from place is 
reinforced in Leto’s story. This combination of metaphor and myth 
is intrinsic to phase one of this slow art project.			    
	 Watching the borage seedlings sprout and knowing that unless I 
located them within an environment where their tap roots could extend 
beyond the boundary of the straw, they would not grow and flourish was 
a concern for me. With the right conditions, these borage plants could 
develop deep tap roots that would help to aerate the soil, increasing soil 
structure and increasing water and oxygen, thus affirming a sympoietic 
relationship between the borage plant and the soil.  If I don’t allow this to 
happen I am denying a vital part of this co-creative process. If I focus only 
on the health benefits that borage offers to humans such as its galacta-
gogue properties, then I am not acknowledging the sympoietic basis of 
rethinking natality for humans and non-humans.				  
	 As I embark on developing the plans of this sympoietic natal gar-
den I want to ensure that these plans include an entangled understand-
ing of birthing bodies within this process. I return yet again to the phrase 
“on the wisp” and am striving to think with the complexity and legacy of 
straw. Re-engaging with the role that straw played in tethering birth to 
place, of people with place, is a reminder of a time when birth was an em-
placed ecological event. More than this, it is the recognition of the co-cre-
ative sympoietic process at work during pregnancy and birth. In phase 
one of this project, the paradox of creating a natal garden with holobiont 
containers highlights the fractured relationship between birth and place, 
exemplified in the Western medical model of maternity care. This rupture 
of birth from place is further reinforced through the story of Leto who was 
forced to wander the land in search of an untethered location where she 
could birth. While recognising this rupture is vital in understanding birth 
as part of an ecological process, it is also imperative that raising awareness 
of this rupture does not become myopically focused on the implications 
for humans alone. To move beyond human exceptionalism is central to 
my vision for birth as part of an ecological process. 				     
	 At this point in time human and non-human births are untethered 
from place. Haraway’s assertion that she is a ‘compostist’ is a testament 
to a way of thinking outside of human-centric ideological frameworks. As 
I continue to make holobiont bowls to form the basis of the natal contain-
er garden for phase one of this project, I am also thinking about the seeds 
that I will plant in these containers and where these containers will be 
located. One plant that I am extremely interested in thinking about is the 
dandelion. I have long been aware that dandelions are galactagogues for 
humans and other animals such as sheep, and that the taproot of the dan-
delion plant acts as a natural fertilizer and improves soil structure. Planting 
dandelions in the holobiont bowls will presage the start of phase two of 
creating this natal garden. This planting will take place in Autumn and it 
is my intention to source a selection of places where the dandelion plants 
in holobiont bowls will be planted in the Spring. Thinking with dandelions 
will be the next phase of creating this symbiotic natal garden. While I have 

drawn on the mythological figure of Leto to symbolize the forced rupture 
of birth from place, and am naming the container natal garden after her, I 
am now considering bringing Leto and Brigid together in phase two of this 
project. In Ireland, the figure of Brigid is deeply associated with fertility and 
birth and is also associated with dandelions.15 Brigid marks the beginning of 
Spring and she is celebrated on 1st February. 
	 The dandelion is a galactagogue for humans and other animals, 
such as sheep, and the taproot of the dandelion acts as a natural fertilizer 
and improves soil structure. The transition from Leto’s container garden 
to Brigid’s emplaced garden is the challenge at hand. This planning pro-
cess of a sympoietic natal garden is proving to be a wonderfully enjoyable 
experience of bringing the human and non-human into a mutually nur-
turing configuration that reflects an expanded understanding of natality 
for a more-than-human world. Writing this article has helped me to refine 
the planning of a natal garden, I realised early in the process that it is nec-
essary to make this a slow art project and to divide it into two phases so 
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that I can tease out the complexity of what it means to initiate a multispe-
cies understanding of natality to inform the making of sympoietic garden 
capable of moving beyond inherited human centric natality towards an 
expansive entangled natality.
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