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Jennifer Niesslein hated being pregnant. Five years ago, pregnant with her first child, she was exhausted and felt like her body had been hijacked by someone else. Unfortunately, she had few people to turn to for advice. She was the first of her friends to get pregnant and didn't want to get mothering tips from strangers.

"I was under no illusions that just because someone's a mother, we'd be great friends," she says. Still, she craved the wisdom of others and longed to share her experiences, "without doing the small talk, which I'm bad at anyway."

Niesslein, then a managing editor at an alternative newspaper in Charlottesville, Va., looked to parenting books and magazines for help. The only help she found that didn't celebrate her ballooning belly with pastel-swathed cliches was a book about pregnant women with psychoses. "Not real helpful," she says.

Niesslein knew women deserved a more intelligent and realistic take on motherhood: something that packed more brain power than Barney versus Pooh dialectics. Her frustration with mainstream parenting magazines and their sugar-coated paean to motherhood led her and her co-editor, Stephanie Wilkinson, to create Brain, Child: The Magazine for Thinking Mothers. "I was looking for a sense of community, which is hard to get when you're a stay-at-home mom," Niesslein, now 31, says.

Brain, Child isn't the first magazine to take a fresh look at motherhood. A new generation of parenting magazines and books (call it the new "Mommy Lit") are picking up where Dr. Spock left off. Besides Brain, Child, Web sites such as Literary Mama (literarymama.com) and Hip Mama (hipmama.com), as well as a new genre of parenting memoirs (sometimes called "momoirs") are gaining popularity with the stroller-pushing set.

Written by mothers (and sometimes dads) instead of experts, they push past the traditional cliches of motherhood ("that it's all Snickerdoodles and snuggles," Niesslein says) and jolt it back to reality. These are not your mother's magazines.

"Traditional mothering magazines are much more prescriptive," says Katie Allison Granju, author and essays editor at Literary Mama.

Their content generally focuses on problems parents have while raising kids (such as the right age to potty train), with the answers provided by doctors or psychologists.

"They ignored or slighted the experience of being a mother," Wilkinson says.

Not so with the new Mommy Lit. Unflinchingly honest, often with a literary bent, it is built on personal essays rather than how-to pieces.

"Even a decade ago, first-person writing in parenting magazines was likely to be sickly sweet and `heartwarming'," Granju says. "Today women are comfortable talking openly about the agony and the ecstasy of parenting."

This evolution reflects a shift in the larger culture as well, Wilkinson observes. "Today we're more analytical, more comfortable with introspection," she says, pointing to the popularity of gritty and realistic mothering memoirs such as Andrea Buchanan's "Mother Shock," Ayun Halliday's "The Big Rumpus" and Anne Lamott's "Operating Instructions," which tackle everything from the first sleep-deprived days of motherhood to raising a child in a lesbian relationship.

Dr. Elisabeth Gruner, professor of women's studies and English at University of Richmond in Virginia, and editor at Literary Mama, agrees. "Every generation looks at parenting in a different way and wants to correct the mistakes of the previous one," she says.

One of the most contentious issues for parents today is the battle over parenting philosophies. Most mainstream parenting magazines have onboard resident experts known for their particular philosophies--such as Parenting's attachment-parenting guru Dr. William Sears.

Brain, Child and its genre, however, are committed to the idea that there can be many different ways to mother. In this spirit, Brain, Child features debates on topics such as the pros and cons of TV for children, whether spanking is ever justified, and whether you should censor your child's reading.

"We no longer believe a good mother looks or behaves in any particular way, and we're more comfortable sharing our failures as mothers," says Granju, who is also author of "Attachment Parenting: Instinctive Care for Your Baby and Young Child" (Pocket Books, 1999).

The audience for the new Mommy Lit taps into a fairly new demographic: older, well-educated mothers looking for more than "how- to" parenting information. It isn't surprising these women would think about motherhood in new ways and seek out voices that reflect their experiences. "Once women were able to get control over the `what and whether' of motherhood, we approached it as a choice rather than a biological or social necessity," Granju says. "Women tend to think about it and talk about it in a more critical, analytical and honest way."

Whatever choices mothers do make, it's clear they want their decisions acknowledged in all their complexities.

Today's technology-based options, from the Internet and Web sites to online blogs and e-zines, have made this easier, allowing alternative media to find an audience and thrive. The new Mommy Lit is generous and fluid. Writers from one magazine are often featured in Web sites and publications of others. Many of the sites, like Hip Mama, also act as portals with links to other Web sites and resources that share similar philosophies. Ironically, it may be technology that reintroduces us to the oldest of educational devices: sharing personal stories.

Niesslein puts it another way. "I was looking for a group of women who had basically the same attitude that I did: Hallmark's getting it all wrong--motherhood is lovely, but it is also sometimes hard, sometimes boring, and very complex."
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PHOTOS 3; Caption: PHOTOS: Brain, Child co-editors Stephanie Wilkinson (left) and Jennifer Niesslein huddle over plans for an edition of their magazine, which targets "thinking mothers," in Staunton, Va. Photo for the Tribune by Linda Spillers.
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