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· Birthrites Exhibition

UK: The human birth process is conspicuous by its absence in contemporary visual cultures across the globe. Birthrites is an on-going art exhibition that explores the practices and politics of childbirth with artwork emerging out of five collaborations between artists and childbirth practitioners. Birthrites questions the simplified stereotypes surrounding childbirth. ‘As an artist and curator, primarily I am trying to shift the visual language around childbirth and sexuality. As there is a lack of representation of childbirth, it is important to begin to create contemporary representations and artworks’; says Helen Knowles, Birthrites’ curator. Currently showing by appointment at the Salford University’s Midwifery Department and at the Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists, London, the exhibition celebrates the intensity, depth and complexity of childbirth through a range of artworks representing varied dimensions, emotions and experiences. 

For Helen Knowles the inspiration for Birthrites came from her own experiences. She has two sons. The first was delivered as a caesarean section and the second with the assistance of a mid-wife. The obvious differences between the two processes — the former clinical and the latter more organic, provoked Knowles to question the images and mindsets surrounding child birth. ‘At present the imagery that most people see of childbirth has been projected by the media whose approach is very cut and dry. Somewhere in the muddle of all statistics pertaining to birth, be they figures of human population or why caesarean sections are conducted, the experience of birth has been lost. The media even reduce the discussion surrounding caesarean births into simple ‘either-or’ positions. My aim in this exhibition was to complicate this — and present to the audience aspects of individual experience that all add up to the decision for a natural birth or a caesarean’; adds Knowles.

Birthrites gathers six artists who work in varied media. Each artist was paired with different childbirth professionals including mid-wives, obstetricians, doulas and birth educators. New media artist Jaygo Bloom attended a residency with Professor Jim Dornan, Director of Foetal Medicine at the Royal Maternity Hospital, Belfast, and former Vice President of the Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists. Bloom observed the obstetric processes reliant on digital/technological devices such as prenatal screening and caesarean birth to create an audiovisual installation that provides the viewer a technological rendition of birth negotiated with some form of machinery. Juxtaposed in this machine intensive environment are two videos depicting the emotional archs of an expectant mother. 

Berlin-based Swiss-Chinese artist, Ping Qiu collaborated with world-renowned mid-wifery practitioner Ina May Gaskin from Tennessee, USA. Gaskin runs a midwifery center in Tennessee, has written influential books on the childbirth, has lectured all over the world, received numerous awards, served as the President of the Midwives’ Alliance of North America and has been a Visiting Fellow at Yale University. Qui exhibited an older work at Birthrites, entitled Ur-Form, a family grouping of ceramic vessels. These earthen vessels approximate the female form echoing strongly her fertility and innate sensuality. Most obviously, they inaugurate a vocabulary for approaching the female body as fertile thus countering the wide social hesitation towards the pregnant body. Ashwin Nag, an MBA student from Mumbai found the exhibition both ‘striking and disturbing.’ He says; ‘I have not much knowledge about the experience of birth. These things are not talked much or made public in our culture. But here there is an intimate insight into this experience that is so cut-off from us all and which paradoxically is common to every human. After seeing this, I want to know why don’t women share their experiences more. What and why do they feel stopped?’

All artworks in Birthrites bear a chilling quality and by their direct address on the subject they push the viewer into a space where the form or content of the artwork loses significance. It takes us to a new realm where we both confront our inadequacy in understanding childbirth and are touched by the primal quality of this experience that somewhere resonates with each one of us. Andy Lawrence, a documentary filmmaker and Knowles’ partner, felt that even though he had witnessed two births of his own sons, yet working with the mid-wife, Judith Kurutac revealed how complex and intertwined the key moments of human existence are. He says; ‘In the first year of the project, I largely spent time observing Judith to try and understand how a mid-wife thinks, what issues she confronts and how those can be translated into an accessible form. But working with a mid-wife I too felt I had undertaken a journey. Judith keeps addressing for the expectant mother the issue of death. And by the time we witnessed some births in my film, I could see that birth is not an isolated event. It exceeds celebration and it is intertwined with life’s other momentous events. In my film I wanted to make my journey explicit too.’ 

Born is the hour-long documentary that Lawrence has developed. A very intense and gripping film, Born juxtaposes two births. The first is a cesarean section and the second with the mid-wife. The film does not make a value judgement in favour of either. It uses an observational approach. There is no authoritative commentary. Characters within the film interact with the filmmaker and all dialogue is marked by an immediacy and purity of instance. The images in this film are hard to confront yet the film leaves us quite and composed for it subtly gestures towards man’s ultimate insignificance before nature. Craig Cottler, a horticulturalist in Cardiff felt that the film was ‘hard to view on moments, but on the whole left me feeling that connection within myself that I feel when I am working with plants, in nature.’ Through its bold and direct address, Birthrites confronts us with an experience that transcends the divisions of culture, race and social hierarchy. The images that Birthrites conjures are not beautiful in any simple way. And they cannot be easily dismissed. They evoke a feminine mode that gestures towards the inherent creativity and resilience within the female form and the interconnectedness of all organic life. A crucial exhibition, Birthrites’ intervention exceeds the domain of the visual and provokes reflection on the commercialisation and dehumanisation of child birth in consumerist societies across the world.

