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EXHIBITION: The Spectacle of Motherhood
Introduction

The show is about how perceptions of motherhood, in western Christian culture, have been portrayed in art and photography over the last 500 years.  To explore the cultural impact of the Madonna, virgin mother of Jesus and how some contemporary photographers have sort to challenge and deconstruct the implied assumptions of this imagery, through increasingly realistic depictions of motherhood. 
I will look at five art works and use theories and discourses from semiotics, genealogy and structuralism to discuss how the impact of the Madonna has travelled in time and how these codes have been maintained by power structures, society and individuals themselves.  
Context
Foucault writes about his concept of ‘genealogy’ and how we might study historical subjects and scrutinise them to understand not just the artifact but also how the values we hold today impact on our understanding.  This may reveal knowledge that is in our unconscious e.g. The Madonna.  Our present day values are often taken for granted and this exhibition aims to explore that relationship through images of motherhood from past to present, and consider why we think about motherhood in the way that we do now.  
Structuralism analyses through the frame of power held at the top, as with Marxism which too, is mainly concerned with State power.  Mills (2003:26) suggests that Foucault rejected this notion in his analysis of power, as the sole source and says it is also found in a network of decentralized institutions (Post-Structuralism). An example of this is the ‘expert’ where professionals, such as Doctors are housed in institutions, such as hospitals and are able to comment on and have power over the subject(s) of their expertise.  In this instance it would be mother and baby.  Women once had babies at home with little to no medical intervention, then were confined following childbirth to a hospital bed and are now encouraged to go home the same day (Duchess of Cambridge). 
Many of the religious images of motherhood contain ‘signs’, woman with baby and red which once designated virginity but also the ‘signified’ such as virtuousness, passivity and fertility.  Watney (2013:57) comments on how in Christian art the Madonna ‘retains her embracive symbolic authority in the 21st century even for those of other (or no) faiths’.  Bright (2013:11) suggests photographs of motherhood ‘frequently function within a symbolic framework that is centuries old.’  This trope is replayed again and again and any Google image search now of ‘motherhood’ replays these conventions all be it mainly with white, heterosexual women.
Mills (2003:25) refers to Foucault’s ‘ontology of ourselves’ and points to the idea of seeing beyond ourselves and understanding our own part in the genealogy of social rules and norms, within a discourse, which may potentially be liberating.  Essentialists believe that identity was innate and fixed whereas 

Anti-Essentialists believe identity is constructed by society.  Women and men themselves can and do, support the continued trope of motherhood images, whilst some seek to interrupt it. 

The exhibition will explore the discourse over 500 years and look at some of those artists that shook the Madonna convention  
Artists and Art Works

Botticelli – Madonna & Child with Angel 1467

[image: image5.emf]
[image: image1.emf]
https://www.alamy.com/stock-photo-he-madonna-and-child-with-an-angel-is-a-painting-by-the-italian-renaissance-57347232.html
Julia Margaret Cameron – Madonna with Children 1864
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https://www.moma.org/collection/works/50906
Mary Kelly - Post Partum 1974

Rineke Dijkstra  - Tecla 1994
[image: image3.emf]
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/dijkstra-tecla-amsterdam-netherlands-may-16-1994-p78098
Mario Testino - Christening 2015
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http://www.mariotestino.com/photography/
portraits/royal-sittings/?selection=3
Summary

So where does the power lie in relation to the perpetuation of iconic Madonna images? Foucault takes the gaze internally and Bell (2013) proposes that ‘nobody holds power’ but it is ‘enfolded in our very sense of ourselves’ and we come to monitor ourselves.  Google image indicates that many of us search for these kinds of motherhood pictures so do we do it to ourselves and to each other? Foucault suggests we use his work as a ‘tool box’ that my help us to free ourselves of convention and distributed power.
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In the Renaissance era iconographic paintings were fashionable.  The Madonna was a constant depiction in Christian paintings and as this work demonstrates the ‘signs’ of a red dress – virginity, a blue mantle – motherhood are visible.  It also incorporates many ‘signifiers’:  Pillars representing the strength of the Christian faith, the beauty of the mother of Christ, the holding of Christ symbolising love and the downward look of Mary that symbolises the love of the whole of humanity.  The halo indicates a holy or sacred figure and the angel is known to represent a mediator between god and human beings demonstrating the power held in the Christian church and implying motherhood is a fixed identity.





Watney (2013:57) argues that accepting the Madonna as pure in turn rejects ordinary women as ‘impure’.  Women were seen as asexual and pure or ‘sexually active and depraved’.





Albumen silver print


10 1/2 x 8 5/8" (26.7 x 21.9 cm)





This photograph composed nearly 400 years later plays to exactly the same iconography as Botticelli.  The young girl is perceived as ‘the angel’, the ‘mother’ is beautiful and looking down, a white background mimics a halo.





Cameron was known not to be too fussy about the details of iconography in some of her photographs but they were staged to resemble renaissance paintings.  Cameron is also known for depicting women in passive roles with a soft focus, draped in cloth whilst male figures wore normal clothes and tended to look more directly at the camera in sharp focus.


The mother here remains tied to her baby as in the first image, limiting her identity.








 





Perpsex units, white card, diaper linings, plastic sheeting, paper,ink�31 units, 28 x 35.5 cm each





Mary Kelly’s work was a departure from the prevailing image of motherhood taking a feminist perspective and the following text from her website illuminates the controversy it caused at the time:





Post-Partum Document is a six-year exploration of the mother-child relationship. When it was first shown at the ICA in London in 1976, the work provoked tabloid outrage because Documentation I incorporated stained nappy liners. Each of the six-part series concentrates on a formative moment in her son’s mastery of language and her own sense of loss, moving between the voices of the mother, child and analytic observer. Informed by feminism and psychoanalysis, the work has had a profound influence on the development and critique of conceptual art. � HYPERLINK "http://www.marykellyartist.com/post_partum_document.html" �http://www.marykellyartist.com/post_partum_document.html�


Here the mother is absent and we can perceive her as having multiple identities and as an artist too.
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Photograph, C-print on paper


Image: 1175 x 945 mm





Dijkstra photographed three women within one hour of giving birth.  Here we see the trials of giving birth shown in the trickle of blood running down Tecla’s leg.  This is a photograph that rejects the Christian aesthetic of the Madonna and gives a stark representation of motherhood that challenged the aesthetic.  


Bright (2013:11) ‘they (photographs) hold a crucial place in the history of representations of mother’.


Budick (2012) comments that ‘Dijkstra peels away the rosy filter of clichés that go all the way back to the medieval Madonna and child. Her shocked mothers lay out a less haloed truth.’


Dijkstra herself is interested in ensuring that ‘you can still relate to the person in the photograph.’





Here we see The Duchess of Cambridge at the christening of Princess Charlotte at Sandringham House.  





We return, over 500 years later, to the more conventional pose of the Madonna with downcast eyes, beauty, holding the baby, wealth demonstrated in the clothing and jewelry, lighting and even a halo?  The power and influence to employ a top fashion photographer and to be the centre of attention around the world.  A strong mother identity. These iconic images tell a different story of motherhood to those of Dijkstra. 





Testino is a fashion and portrait photographer who has published in Vanity Fair and Vogue and is renown for iconic pictures of Princess Diana. Testino says after photographing her ‘I then started photographing the royal families of Europe extensively…this brings out my love for tradition’

















