They Sing Because They Have a Song (2023 - )

In They Sing Because They Have a Song, the home is reframed as a site held in the ten-
sion between security and uncertainty. The taxidermied birds that form the subjects of these
photographs surface contradictions between restriction and comfort, and — in allowing both
to be embraced — open space for alternative narratives to be heard and less bounded ways
of being to flourish.

This was my experience. | grew up in the in-between ‘tamed countryside’ of suburban West
London. Lined with semi-detached houses of mock-Tudor and pebble-dash, streets nestled
between parks and dual carriageways, this was middle-class fagade. It was a utopian simu-
lation an historical ideal, one that was well-ordered and clean, with motorways to the airport
— and byways into wild, feral fields. As such, it belonged neither to town nor country and, in
this lack of secure belonging was both predictable and uncertain.

Frozen in time, here are creatures who share that unbelonging. Perched in — or just outside
— cages and dollhouses, they are birds that cannot fly but give wing to my own feelings of
life at the periphery and wider experiences of constriction. Surrounding them are miniatures
of domestic appliances — symbols of liberation from housework that sit heavy, grey, restric-
tive, lifeless. And yet... within the beauty of their taxidermy is the hope that they might sing
again, a seed of stoic courage in their plight.

The title was inspired by Maya Angelou’s ‘Caged Birds’, a poem of oppression that sings of
the longing for freedom. Despite their state, they will sing because they have a song, will
sing ‘for things unknown, yet longed for still’. The hope driving the work has been that the
images would be imbued with that same tension: the stiliness of the dead, the fragility of life,
the inevitability of loss — and yet, through all of that - the desire for liberty that persists in that
latent song that in silence sings still, even in the most confined spaces.

Words by Kester Brewin, writer and novelist.



