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Abstract

This presentation brings together three women artists
working through experimental film who first
encountered one another’s work at the Transgressive
Identities and Subjectivities Conference at Birmingham
City University (2025). Working across Indian and
English cultural contexts, and informed by performance
art, anthropology, and film practice, we converge and
synchronise around menstrual blood as both subject
and method. Our films approach menstrual blood as
sensory experience—magical, potent, cyclical—and as a
culturally regulated substance shaped by ritual and
taboo. We engage menstruation through embodied,
practice-based research. Where film becomes a site of
tactile inquiry, attending to the intimacy of bleeding
and its generative power.

The panel includes screenings of our respective films
followed by a live conversation structured as collective
inquiry. We explore how experimental film can
function as research methodology that privileges
sensation, relationality, and cross-cultural sharing. How
menstrual imagery unsettles dominant codes? And asks
what forms of knowledge emerge when menstruation
and menstrual blood is encountered as aesthetic
matter and lived experience? By foregrounding sensory
practice and coalition, exploring techniques and tools,
we propose menstruation and menstrual blood as a
generative site for feminist experimentation and
methodological innovation.
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figures in text in brackets (Fig.), and then caption all figures with appropriate descriptions starting with
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statements.

Practice-art-Research Paper by:

Meera Darji (Birmingham City University)
Christine Binnie and Jill Westwood (Independent)

Title: Menstrual Blood, Synchrony, Coalition and Sensory Research
An exploration of how interdisciplinary artists explore connected themes of menstruation through experimental
mediums and practice-based research.

This presentation brings together three women artists working through experimental film who first encountered one
another’s work at the Transgressive Identities and Subjectivities Conference at Birmingham City University (2025).
Working across Indian and English cultural contexts, and informed by performance art, anthropology, and film practice,
we converge around menstruation as both subject and method. Our films approach menstruation as sensory
experience—potent, cyclical, embodied—and as a culturally regulated symbolic substance shaped by ritual and taboo.

We engage menstruation through practice-based research, where film becomes a site of tactile and relational inquiry.
This panel includes screenings followed by a live conversation structured as collective exploration. We ask: how might
experimental film function as a methodology that privileges sensation, intimacy, and cross-cultural exchange? What
forms of knowledge emerge when menstrual blood is encountered as aesthetic material and lived experience? By
foregrounding sensory practice and woman’s coalition, we propose menstruation as a generative site for feminist
experimentation and methodological innovation.

Christine Binnie & Jill Westwood: Menstrual Cooking Blood Celebration

Christine Binnie & Jill Westwood: Menstrual Cooking Blood Celebration* (c.1988/2023) exists in a transgressive zone
shaped by the taboo and power of menstrual blood. Made in Thatcher-era Britain, in the wake of punk, the film
presents a ritual “recipe” using menstrual blood, the making of bread goddesses, and a celebratory embodiment of
Shelanagig. It was created while we were in menstrual synchrony, using Super 8 film in an intimate, domestic, DIY
setting. Unearthed decades later for Tate Britain’s Women in Revolt! (2023), the film was reactivated through a newly
created soundtrack incorporating industrial noise, sacred women’s chants, and the voice of Margaret Thatcher. This re-
emergence prompted us to reflect on the enduring relevance of its themes and the persistence of menstrual taboo.
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Our collaborative practice emerged from friendship and immersion in late-1980s underground arts scene, nightclubs,
industrial music, and sacred Women’s camps. While we came from different aesthetic places (Christine through body-
painted performance art meets night club — street cabaret of the Neo-Naturists and Jill through confrontational “alpha-
female” performance art and industrial music scenes), we share a commitment to explore the taboos and
transgressions concerning all bodies and particularly women’s sexuality and body image, to contest gender power
dynamics and to provoke questions about bodies, including our female bodies, power, freedom and potential.

Menstrual Synchrony and Coalition

Menstrual Cooking Blood Celebration* was informed by anthropological theories Christine encountered through the
Radical Anthropology Group, particularly the concept of “cosmetic coalitions.” This proposes that early human
communities used menstrual blood and red ochre in collective ritual practices, fostering social bonds and resisting alpha
male dominance. These ideas resonated strongly with our intuitive sense of menstrual blood as a powerful and under-
recognised artistic material. At the same time, performance art traditions often employed blood in violent or shocking
ways, frequently reproducing patriarchal associations. Our intention was to shift this and to reclaim menstrual blood as
creative, communal, and celebratory. In Menstrual Cooking Blood Celebration*, blood becomes not abject matter but a
medium of connection, transformation, and resistance. The making of the film was immediate and embodied: filmed in
Jill’s high-rise Council flat, edited in-camera, and created while we were both in menstrual synchrony, an experiential
alignment and coalition.

Revisiting the film years later, we were struck by how little has changed and how menstrual blood remains heavily
regulated by taboo. At the same time, there is growing interest in revisiting feminist art histories and recovering
marginalised practices. The addition of the soundtrack in 2023 became a way of bringing the past and present into
dialogue. Recorded with a similar DIY ethos of the original we now seek to expand its exploration. Since its rediscovery,
the film has only been shown in contexts where at least one of us is present. This reflects our understanding of the
work as ongoing and performative: its meaning emerges not only through the image but through collective viewing and
dialogue. Our presence situates the film within a live, relational encounter.

Our collaboration is a continuum through projects such as Miss Marina Psychopomp, a performance practice grounded
in transformation, ritual, and audience engagement. These works extend the concerns present in the film—
embodiment, transgression, and collective experience—into new contexts. Our approaches are also informed by wider
frameworks, including anthropology, psychodynamic theory, and group systems thinking. These perspectives support
an attention to relational dynamics, audience response, and the ways meaning is co-produced in shared spaces. When
situated within broader frameworks such as intersectionality and postcolonial critique, these dynamics become further
layered and complex.

Previously our work existed largely at the margins of the art world. Its recent institutional recognition raises questions
about how transgressive practices are received, reframed, and possibly neutralised over time. We are interested in this
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shift: is it the result of broader cultural change, our own evolving positions, or the ways institutions absorb and
recontextualise radical work? What happens to the original charge of a piece when it enters new cultural and
institutional frameworks? At the same time, we recognise our own positionality. As white, cis women working within
Western-European art contexts, our ability to engage openly with menstrual taboo is shaped by relative privilege. This
prompts reflection on whose bodies are visible, whose are commodified, and how different cultural contexts shape
what can be expressed, and how.

Meera Darji ‘Cirrus’

‘Cirrus’ is an experimental film that represents an awareness of blood, feelings that are not as unassuming as we see;
juxtaposing rawness with softness, of unwanted and acrid with dream-like and perfect. The film depicts a soft focus on
pink abstract atmospheric space and the body exploring the topic of menstruality. The blood, a feeling of pain inflicted
within, so natural yet deep within roots, culture and ancient sayings, my blood is taboo, it is impure, it is pure, it is mine.

With this film | wanted to eradicate those descriptions associated with impurity and focus on how these changes are
part of me, of us. An aspect that is soft, beautiful, delicate rather than shameful. The idea was not to antagonise what
already has become, or what I’'ve experienced culturally and religiously, but rather a celebration of the body blooming,
the body being a temple.

The visuals are an exploration of the phenomenological conception of qualia, which is defined as sensations that our
subconscious cannot define other than through the experience of that feeling itself, for instance the experience of
seeing the redness of a sky, or knowing the softness of a rose. Such phenomena is defined by the experience of the
viewer, and thus the combination of colour, photography and sensorial phenomena provokes the viewer’s senses, and
interprets the notions of the subconscious upon the viewer’s experience of it. The true nature of qualia is intrinsic and
therefore the non-representational experience of such phenomena cannot be described nor defined, only elicited upon
the sensation itself.

My practice typically revolves between two methods, ethnography (filming people, communities, the real) and the
sensorial (human senses), this is also known as ‘ethno-sensory’ praxis. Sensory film is an experience in itself, as
conceptualised by Sarah Pink (2007). These filmed realities therefore become immersive interactions that heighten the
senses through sound and imagery. This concept is also influenced by films made at the Sensory Ethnography Lab at
Harvard University. For example, in Leviathan, filmmaker Taylor placed several cameras around the ship to create a
visceral experience of being on the sea. It captured movement of the waves and the bustling marine labour creating a
very disorienting feeling almost making you feel seasick. Additionally, Stephanie Spray’s film ‘Manakamana’ also
created an immersive environment by placing long take fix rig cameras in cable cars that went up to the temple in
Nepal. From sounds of goats, old ladies eating ice cream, clangs and shakes of the actual cable car rope to a feeling of

being elevated, it went beyond conventional documentary.
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How can the audience truly feel something through the screen? Cirrus captures an interplay of senses and visuals where
the two provoke sensations such as growth, embodiment, evolution, discomfort, in the viewer. It becomes a visceral
experience that is abstract, untethered yet deeply alive and undeniably mine. At times it feels like it mirrors the
internal, constantly changing, fluid and powerful, embodying lived human experiences. Almost textural where you can
feel the waves of blood and the colours through the screen.

| have adopted and reworked my documentary techniques within my experimental art. Techniques inspired by the
cinema verité manifesto, such as, no lights, no staging, no reconstruction, aiming to capture pure reality. Filming the
real has often been evoked by the sensorial. It is through long shots cutting less often, layering visuals, playing with
colour and experimenting with nothingness to encapsulate the films’ themes.

‘I am an eye. A mechanical eye. | am the machine that reveals the world to you as only the machine can see it’ (1929).
These words by Vertov have helped me work with my eye, my camera, the machine, the machine of empathy. His work
around Kino Eye and Man with a Movie Camera allowed me to view my camera as an extension of the human eye.
Vertov’s vision was to capture fragments of actuality which, when organized together, showed a deeper truth which
could not be seen with the naked eye (Hill, 2013). Thus, one would say having a period only a woman would know the
feeling of. But to experience a period is an individualistic experience. All of our experiences are different and unique. |
had to look inwards, | had to use my mechanical eye to film what couldn’t be seen. | conveyed these experiences on
screen by experimenting with out of focus shots to illicit the abstract experiences, how the feeling is felt but cannot be
grasped, how it is known yet cannot be staged.

This reminded me of Herzog’s story in his book "On the Absolute, the Sublime, and Ecstatic Truth" (2010) and the idea
that the water of the ocean captured in a bottle depicted the truth, that the ocean truly existed. It depicted a truth so
beyond reality that it became poetic, experimental, emotional. And so, this film is the bottle of menstrual blood, to
represent that it exists often unseen by all, yet it is felt, it is profound and it is symbolic.

Colour was important especially as menstruation conventionally is associated with blood. Although blood is not one
colour, we bleed, yet we bleed differently. The film is therefore tonal. Shades of pinks and reds blend and merge. At
one moment it is beautiful, soft yet on another it forms into clots of darkness, moving in the uterus, inflicting pain,
evoking hormonal emotion. It’s this endless garden so tranquil yet fragile. Anchored with a muffled audio which doesn’t
have to be understood but the sense of a deep conversation is noticed. Purposely, | didn’t want it to fixate on the
epitome of traditional stamps but rather to demonstrate how its entirety is cathartic.

Towards Collective Inquiry
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Our films Cirrus and Menstrual Cooking Blood Celebration* engage menstrual blood as both material and method,
attending to its sensory, cyclical, and culturally mediated dimensions. Through embodied, practice-based research, film
becomes a site of tactile inquiry—one that opens onto the intimacy of bleeding and its generative potential. In this way,
we consider how experimental film might work with, and question, the taboos surrounding menstruation, feminine
sexuality, and the body. Our presentation is conceived as an evolving process—unfolding through encounter, dialogue,
and the live conditions of the conference itself. The work therefore remains open and a form of “alive research” that
continues to take shape through collective experience.

*Please note: the film contains nudity and menstrual blood.

Word count: 1947
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Meera Darji is an independent filmmaker, practice-based
researcher and senior lecturer at Birmingham City
University. Her practice-research focuses on
experimenting with the sensorial through poetic-
experimental films and cinema verité techniques
through documentary cinema. Her work is embodied
through her kino eye with a notion of the camera being
an empathetic machine.

Christine Binnie - Embodied transgressive stirrings,
craftswoman and performer, exploring magic and
meaning, clay, bodies and menstrual poetic collectives.
Formed the Neo Naturist performance collective, 1981,
painted naked bodies challenging narratives with
colourful, meaningful performances.

Dr Jill Westwood is an artist, art psychotherapist and
researcher working across a range of practices spanning
film, performance and writing. Emerging through a
1980s “life as art” approach, her work explores sexuality,
embodiment and ritual, challenging patriarchal codes
through transformative and relational inquiry.

3 Min Clip: Menstrual Cooking Blood Celebration
https://vimeo.com/1187086268?share=copy&fl=sv&fe=c
i

Password: BLOOD

3 Min Clip: Cirrus (Meera Darji)

Download here:
https://drive.google.com/file/d/167qchx3dsmis703N bC
Qnk900f5sE0ai/view?usp=sharing
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