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‘ON ABORTION’
Steven Rosenbaum states curation is an “editorial process… a mix of art and science” requiring an “understanding of your audience and community” (Tucker, The Art of Curating…Art). I have ‘curated’ an art exhibition showcasing the work of Laia Abril, focusing on the topic of backstreet and illegal abortions. Abril’s book, A History of Misogyny, Chapter One. On Abortion, and the Repercussions of Lack of Access (2018) has been the focus point for my exhibition. The purpose of this exhibition is to show how women that have no other choice but to terminate their pregnancy are put into horrific, often fatal situations, which should not be the case.
The threats to a woman's health from amateur abortions are much greater—it is estimated that there are 50 000 to 100 000 deaths each year in the world due to unsafe abortion, and between 10% and 50% of women need medical care for complications. (John Hopkins School of Public Health, 1997)

[image: ]The photographs from Abril’s book that will be use as the artworks for the exhibition (figures 1 – 15, Abril, 2018) are shown below. 
[image: ]
Images(Figure-2)


(Figure-1)








[image: ][image: ](Figure-4)


(Figure-3)


[image: ]
[image: ][image: ]
 (Figure-5)

(Figure-6)

(Figure-7)


[image: C:\Users\Rebecca\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.MSO\1EF897B0.tmp](Figure-5)



(Figure-5a)



[image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ](Figure-9)

(Figure-8)




(Figure-10)


[image: ](Figure-11)


[image: ]







(Figure-13)

(Figure-12)


[image: C:\Users\Rebecca\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.MSO\41AC761B.tmp][image: C:\Users\Rebecca\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.MSO\984D11E1.tmp]





(Figure-15)

(Figure-14)


Location
The portraits of the women are powerful and contain emotion that cannot be described.  Many of the women interviewed by Abril performed illegal abortions themselves, typically by taking pills or using objects to induce miscarriage. Other women would travel to illegal clinics seeking an abortion. The book tells the story of Marta, 29 (figure-8) who travelled from Krakow to Silač an abortion clinic that welcomes Polish women. Although she does not describe the clinic itself, she recalls the “stuffiness” of the van she was travelling in, and “how packed it was with people”, conveying a very precarious, neglectful image. 





(Figure-16. Abril, 2018)
From what can be seen in this image of an abortion clinic, it creates a very grimy, unsanitary visual as to what the clinics were like inside. The simplicity of the furniture [image: ]links to the ‘underground operation’ that this would have been- with nothing linking back or immediately indicating illegal abortions being visible.


To gain more knowledge I have read interviews from a Broadly article (Madera, 2018) with women who have experienced the horrors of this topic, to supply more visual imagery with regards to the location. In the article, Cathy, 69, describes a “sleazy” motel room that was “relatively clean”. A curtain separated the kitchen area and the sleeping area, while the abortion took place with her laying on the kitchen dinette table- “one of those crappy ass yellow tiled … tables,” with blood in the kitchen sink next to her. Jean, 73, was not given any medicine during the abortion procedure, because “if [they] were raided, [she] would have to jump off the table and run”, giving the image that the rooms would have been blacked out or disguised so to not attract attention. 


[image: ][image: ]Overall, an image of a small, blacked out kitchen comes to mind, and with the term ‘back street abortions’, you would also presume the location to be on a dodgy street, or back alley. I wanted the exhibition space to be small and to mirror not only the actual ‘clinics’, but also engage with the emotions of the women, feeling alone and trapped in this small, claustrophobic space. A highly uncomfortable situation to be in, with tremendous amounts of emotional, physical and financial burden on these women. I have found two galleries that I would combine to reach the desired look. The Top Office Machines Gallery, Bethnal Green Road, London, and the Chisenhale Gallery, Chisenhale Road, London.
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(Figures 17 and 18. Top Office Machines Gallery)
[image: https://chisenhale.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/front-03-1620x1080.jpg]
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(Figure 19 and 20. The Chisenhale Gallery)

Both galleries have great advantages. The interior of the Top Office Machines gallery matches my vision of a backstreet abortion clinic exactly- with the bare brick walls and the imperfect paint job. The only downside of this gallery is the large glass windows at the front of the gallery- these are too exposing for a backstreet abortionist.
Chisenhale Gallery has a warehouse style front with metal shutters within an old looking bare brick building, however the inside of the gallery is too white and clinical. I would combine these two galleries, using the front of the Chisenhale with the inside features of Top Office Machines.

Props
As well as Laia Abril’s artworks, I want to include relevant physical props in the exhibition, to almost recreate the horrible atmosphere in which these women would have been in during the abortion process. In interviews already referred to with Cathy, 69, from the Broadly article (Madera, 2018), visual imagery is supplied with reference to a yellow tiled dining table. In further interviews from the article, Barbara, 77, describes how due to complications after taking pills to induce miscarriage she ended up in hospital, where they put a sign on her chest that read “incomplete abortion”. Judi, 62, recalls being greeted by a man wearing an apron “like a butcher’s apron”. 

In another interview from this article, an anonymous woman, 71, states she “think[s]” her first abortion was done with a coat hanger. The use of a coat hanger for abortions is also mentioned in the book, (figure-21) with “desperate pregnant women” being known to “probe themselves” with coat hangers, as well as knitting needles and umbrella rods. 


[image: ]


(Figure-21, Abril, 2018)



[image: ][image: ]Other ‘props’ used by women attempting to self-induce abortions that are mentioned in the book include a grapevine stalk inserted into the uterus (figure-22) a stone weighing 18 kilograms being rested on a woman’s abdomen (figure-23), and poison and pesticides (figure-24). Women have been known to “vaginally insert cayenne pepper…eat gunpowder and fungi… or drink bleach” (Abril, 2018).
[image: ](Figure-23, Abril, 2018)

(Figure-22, Abril, 2018)





(Figure-24, Abril, 2018)


Possibly the most horrendous ‘prop’ used for self-abortion is the precursor of the washing machine, the schallwascher (shown in figure-3). A “vibrating device… designed to be placed in a washtub containing soap and laundry” (Abril, 2018) was used by East German women, who placed the machine on their stomachs to induce abortion. 

Experience
With regards to one’s perception of backstreet abortion, I would presume that they would take place in quite a dark room, the light blocked out so that no one could see in. Perhaps with the abortionist using a head light or surgical light to see what they were doing. I want to mirror this within the exhibition- so would have the lighting gallery quite dark and ‘dingey’, with clinical lights over the images and props. 
Additionally, I want the gallery to be silent, to allow the audience to create an emotion link to the work, and to represent the silence on the matter of illegal abortion itself.
Finally, I think an important factor in the atmosphere of this exhibition is when it will be open. To link to the ‘underground operation’ aspect of backstreet abortions, I feel the exhibition would have greater impact if it was held at dusk/ night time to add to the emotions. The gallery would therefore be open in winter months (as darkness in the summer would be too late for a gallery to be open and attract an audience), from around 3pm- 8pm. 



[bookmark: _GoBack]Layout
In a Big Life Magazine article (Tucker, The Art of Curating…Art) it is stated that Lissa Ballinger believes that the most “masterfully curated” exhibitions are ones in which the viewers impression of the artworks is “altered” because of the “context of the other pieces”, where a conversation is “foster[ed] between the pieces that may not have existed before”. This is relevant to my work, as on their own the photographs of the tools and props in Abril’s book do not contain much emotion or context. However, when these are combined with the portraits of the women, as well as the physical props, the sounds and the lighting, a very different atmosphere is created in the exhibition space. This links to the statement from Nikki Todd, that each art work should “stand out on its own” but should also “interact” and be part of a “bigger whole”.

Tayloe Piggott similarly states that it is about how the works in an exhibition “talk to one another within [a] space.” Piggott states that an art professional should be able to select and “connect the work to what is relevant today…and to create an extraordinary experience for the viewer” The work I have selected for this exhibition does just this - abortion, and the legality of it, is currently a major controversial topic. This high ‘publicity’ of the topic is very likely to heighten emotional connections to the photographs and props within the exhibition, therefore definitely conveying a specific experience to the audience.



In an artnet article – ‘The Alchemy of Curating’ (Saltz), art critic Jerry Saltz states:
The alchemy amounts to this: Sometimes, placing one work of art near another makes one plus one equal three. Two artworks arranged alchemically leave each intact, transform both, and create a third thing.  (Saltz).

[image: ]Taking into consideration these theories of curation, I have planned the layout of my exhibition using the floor plan (figure-25) for the gallery.
(Figure 25. Top Office Machines Gallery Floorplan)



The images are concentrated in the back of the gallery, therefore when you enter the exhibition, the space appears ‘normal’, mirroring how the illegal abortion clinics would be to not raise suspicion. 
By placing images of the women next to images or objects that relate to their story, it allows the audience to create a connection to and between the works, so that the viewer can conclude what the relationship is, rather than being given all the information. This links to the theories of curation well and will allow for a deeper emotional connection to be made to the works and perhaps alter the audience’s views on this controversial topic.
[image: ]
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