Windows to the Womb

By David Chamberlain

Brief history/description of the scientific techniques used to open to the window to the womb

Embryology – with microscopes, which improved in the 1800’s, and special techniques of coloring and preserving tissue samples we learned of the systematic growth of the human body in the womb.  For more than half of the 20th Century, we were getting to know ourselves through painstaking postmortem analysis.  Embryologists learned to measure the time cycle of pregnancy and to detect – and to prevent – abnormalities such as spina bifada.  The unraveling of DNA in the 1950’s and continued refinement of the field of epigenetics has made great contributions to knowledge of the growth of the human embryo.

“Over the last 40 years, invention and perfection of new optical systems, coupled with electron microscopes or miniature endoscopes, has made it possible to peer inside the body to record the tiniest details of human reproduction from the very beginning “  Swedish photographer-scientist Lennart Nilsson, introduced the world to a pictorial view in the classic book, A Child Is Born, introduced in 1965 and his film The Miracle of Lie, aired on public TV in 1983.  New techniques from CAT scans and MRIs now give us 3-D images of tissue, bones and inner organs in the unborn baby.

Ultrasound  initially invented for use in WW I, was used in medicine in the 1950’s and with new technology by German engineers in 1965, instruments were developed specifically to detect clinical problems in the womb.  Japanese engineers gave us 3-D ultrasound and in the new millennium, we now have 4-D machines operated via computers to produce a real-time, shaded, lifelike image.  Ultrasound has revealed a range of motions and emotions and has playing a MAJOR role in the studies of prenatal psychology by observing the unborn’s reactions to stimuli and to it’s its environment.

Sensitive instruments such as to measure the heartbeat have also enabled research of the reactions of the unborn to its environment and now high tech instruments can probe womb life on a molecular level such as the dynamic interactions of hormones and the dispersion of messenger cells of the immune system.  

