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The Adoption Museum Project’s first Pop Up Exhibit
Posted by Adrienne McGraw on June 6, 2013 at 10:15am
Send Message View Blog
Our Place at the Table: Honoring Birth Mother Stories
The Adoption Museum Project’s first Pop Up Exhibit
I was drawn into the room by the buzz of people enjoying an afternoon, in conversation, seeing friends and family,
and making new connections. The table was set for an unusual experience. Lovely flowers were the centerpieces and
each place was set with a tempting item, something that I wanted to explore. But this table was not for food, but
instead each setting was for an object, as food for thought.

A necklace, a scrapbook, a framed picture, a journal, and an empty vodka bottle. Each object carefully selected by
birth mothers to share their experiences with adoption. Each woman wrote an honest, poignant, and reflective
description of the object and why she selected it. Each story was just 50 words, but packed great meaning and
emotion into these simple elegant labels. As a clever stand, the labels were mounted to a reclaimed cabinet door
hinge, suggesting that which hold things together, opening, closing, and opening again. A subtlety perhaps, but an
added metaphor for connection.
Connections were drawn for visitors as we were invited to share a wish for birthmothers or a birth mother we know
on small tags that were then hung on reclaimed window frames for others to read. These frames not only completed
the dining room scene, but also suggested the open nature of this very honest exchange about a serious topic, one that
does not normally show up in an exhibition. Visitors were also invited to self identify as Birth Parent, Adoptive
Parent, Adopted Person, Friend, Family, Professional, Curious, or “I identify with a term not here” by selecting a
colored bead to be placed in labeled bowls. Interestingly, the bead bowls were relatively evenly full, suggesting the
diversity of the exhibit visitors.

This pop up exhibit occurred at Red Poppy Art House in San Francisco on May 11, 2013, during Mother’s Day
weekend. For just three hours, the sunny gallery was filled with a thoughtful, lively, and colorful exhibit that told a
profound story – the story of adoption through the personal experiences of birth mothers’ whose children were placed
for adoption.
The Adoption Museum Project is the vision of Laura Callen, with a mission “to create social change by exploring the
story of adoption in museum space -- a safe, honoring, empowering and public environment -- through all forms of
human expression.” Our Place at the Table was a joint partnership with the On Your Feet Foundation that provides
support services for birth mothers and offers educational programming to promote awareness. The exhibit was
designed by Emma Thorne-Christy, a graduate student in the Department of Design at UC Davis.

If the goals of the exhibition were to honor, educate, and connect, it certainly met these expectations. As someone
who identified myself as “other” in the bead bowls, what I experienced was intuitive and emotional. I felt that I
gained a deeper understanding of the long lasting and deep impact of adoption on birth mothers, who honestly I had
not really thought that much about, knowing very little about adoption in general. The exhibit honored and respected
their experiences, decisions, sacrifices, and the bond that all mothers have with their children, whether they live with
them or not.
I look forward to the next project or pop up from the Adoption Museum Project. The vision of Callen and her
partners to bring about a more enlightened understanding of adoption is an obvious goal for social change, but what
makes this project so exciting is that it can live as a museum, in a place where physical objects help to tell a story of
profound human experience.
(Photos by Indira Urrutia and Marc Hors.)
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Comment by Marjorie Schwarzer on June 10, 2013 at 4:56pm
Congratulations Laura and Adrienne. What a beautiful and healing program. You may also be interesting in
this project, which I've had the honor to be involved with: http://www.santacruzmah.org/blog/

Comment by Adrienne McGraw on June 12, 2013 at 10:37am
Thanks Marjorie, but I can not take one bit of credit. This is all Laura, Emma, and their amazing and dedicated
team.
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