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“Our mountains were painted on glass,” wrote legendary British film 
director Michael Powell, referring to the Himalayas depicted in Black 
Narcissus (1947), the Technicolor melodrama he and his longtime col-
laborator Emeric Pressburger shot almost entirely indoors at Pinewood 
Studios in London. Powell viewed the matte-painting technique as the 
only way to maintain full control over the film’s aesthetic quality and 
tonal intensity, insisting that “sometimes in a film its theme or its color 
are more important than the plot.” 

The cinema of Powell and Pressburger is at the center of Sri Lankan 
British artist Michelle Williams Gamaker’s exhibition “Our Mountains 
Are Painted on Glass.” Growing up in London in the 1980s, Williams 
Gamaker watched the British filmmaking duo’s cinematic worlds 
unfold on her family’s television set. In the exhibition program, she 
describes her current relationship to these screen classics as one of 
“critical affection,” an ambivalent position involving both aesthetic 
appreciation and a recognition of the racial injustices and structural 
violence embedded within the film industry of the time and imprinted 
on the celluloid. Williams Gamaker’s 2017 work House of Women, 
for example, dissects the representational politics of Black Narcissus, 
in which multiple white British actors played South Asian characters 
in brownface, most notably Jean Simmons as the young Nepalese 
woman Kanchi. 

This exhibition brings together three of Williams Gamaker’s critical 
film works, The Eternal Return (2019), The Bang Straws (2021), and 
Thieves (2023). The last, co-commissioned by Dundee Contemporary 
Arts and the South London Gallery, is featured most prominently. 
Thieves represents a transition in Williams Gamaker’s work from what 
the artist calls a mode of “fictional activism,” in which non-white pro-
tagonists challenge their marginalized screen status, to one of “fictional 
revenge.” It responds to the 1940 film The Thief of Bagdad, of which 
Powell was a codirector, and its 1924 silent black-and-white predeces-
sor directed by Raoul Walsh. In Williams Gamaker’s film, contempo-
rary performers stand in for Anna May Wong, the Chinese American 
actress who played a hypersexualized “Mongol slave” in the 1924 film, 
and Indian actor Sabu, who played a child thief in the 1940 version; 
they conspire together to form a “fictional allyship” that redresses the 
injustices of the originals. 

Together they call to action an army of forgotten East Asian film 
extras, the “Annamaytons,” who emerge half dead like zombies amid 
swirling clouds of dry ice from a nocturnal film set. Dressed in costumes 
resembling the revealing bandeau bra and miniskirt worn by Wong in 
the 1924 epic, the extras storm the set and halt filming by tying up 
Powell and screenwriter Lotta Woods with ropes. They encircle Powell 
and Woods with a threatening dance sequence, allowing Wong to 
avenge their status and issue her demands for reform. “You think you 
can play God?” she says to Powell. “This fantasy must end.” 

Mounds of shredded paper, evoking torn-up film scripts, serve as 
bespoke seating for visitors watching Williams Gamaker’s revenge fic-
tion, while in an adjacent space circular vitrines housing extensive col-
lections of ephemera relating to Powell, Pressburger, Sabu, and Wong, 
including Sabu-themed tea sets and a vintage book on how to create 
“Arab” stage makeup, hang from the ceiling on thin wires. 

Throughout the exhibition, dimly lit rooms glow with atmospheric 
lighting in red and ultraviolet tones, creating the feeling of entering one 
of Powell and Pressburger’s own surrealistic film sets. The strength in 
Williams Gamaker’s work lies precisely in maintaining this aesthetic ten-
sion, recognizing and mobilizing the visual power of the cinematic images 
of the past while mounting an assault on their representational regime.

—Judith Wilkinson

DUBLIN 

Ailbhe Ní Bhriain 
KERLIN GALLERY

The art of Ailbhe Ní Bhriain is often, and with good reason, profoundly 
pessimistic. Destruction, extinction, decay: Again and again her subjects 
draw on the catastrophic downsides of modernity. Visions of apoca-
lyptic ruin have been common. For instance, her 2022 film installation 
An Experiment with Time guides us through a trio of flooded interiors: 
a historic anatomy theater in Hamburg, Britain’s National Museum of 
Computing at Bletchley Park, and an Italian cathedral—places of learn-
ing, technological innovation, and collective belief—constructed or 
reimagined via CGI as abandoned sites of post-human desolation. For 
Inscriptions of an Immense Theatre, 2018—its title adapted from 
Samuel Quiccheberg’s foundational 1565 text on museology, an openly 
imperialist guide to constructing a Wunderkammer—Ní Bhriain envi-
sioned a similar sequence of waterlogged worlds, combining digitally 
altered footage of a limestone quarry, a prefab emergency accommoda-
tion used to house refugees, and a gallery in the British Museum in 
London. These diverse flood scenes were linked as a mesmerizing, 
mournful reflection on the origins, present-day crises, and potential 
aftermath of a modern civilization fueled in part by colonial pillage and 
extractive plunder. 

Ní Bhriain’s debut show at the Kerlin Gallery, “Interval Two (Dream 
Pool),” mined related territory with different tools. It centered on three 
imposing and intricate jacquard tapestries. These grand woven render-
ings of photomontage compositions, each roughly ten feet high, give 
sumptuous physical form to surrealistic visual amalgams of ghastly 
scenes and ghostly figures. Again, situations of disaster and devastation 
feature prominently. The tenebrous vista of destroyed buildings dom-
inating Interval VI (all works cited, 2023) inevitably brought to mind 
recent footage of blitzed urban landscapes in Gaza and Ukraine, even 
as overlapping and intersecting imagery point to other times and places. 
Views of bomb-blasted architecture merge with cut-up snapshots of 
jagged cave formations, while a cluster of anonymous reclining figures 
(sourced from archives of early photography) lounged in the fore-
ground, their incongruously lazing bodies disordered and incomplete, 
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their faces absent or obscured. The six seated or standing figures in 
Interval I, appropriated from a nineteenth-century studio portrait, at 
first appeared larger, more important, but the featureless characters 
were nothing but contours emptied of human presence. Inside each 
posed outline, Ní Bhriain inserted an assortment of natural structures 
and man-made objects: stalactites and rock faces, a clump of coral 
resembling a human brain, a constructed walkway through under-
ground caves. At the feet of the group, half visible, two Tasmanian 
tigers (a species wiped out by European colonial settlement) under-
scored the abiding sense of loss and existential uncertainty. 

One paradoxical aim of Ní Bhriain’s reality-rearranging art may be 
to see hard truths clearly: to face contemporary emergencies in light of 
the destructive long-term influence of capitalism and colonialism, look-
ing behind illusions of inevitable human progress. (Among a selection 
of smaller pieces featured in the exhibition were, notably, several 
framed prints showing the backs of archival photographs: studies of 
the normally hidden material properties of historical images.) Yet the 
marvelously complicating e�ects of Ní Bhriain’s artistic process also 
suggest an equal and opposite instinct: an interest in how separate 
strands of history might be diversely woven together, in di�erent con-
texts, from di�erent perspectives. Against another richly collaged back-
ground of caves and crumbling buildings, the faceless individuals 
gathered for a portrait in the third of the tapestries, Interval V, were 
positioned both inside and outside a thinly demarcated, golden-hued 
rectangle, a frame within the wider framing of the violently uncanny 
scene. Inside this artificial division between reality and its representa-
tion, other fragments of identically shaded lines were also evident: 
discontinuous indications of an additional inner border, hinting at a 
recursive mise en abyme of worlds within constructed worlds. More-
over, to see up close the details of these layered pictures—the varying 

colors and qualities of wool, cotton, silk, and Lurex threads—was to 
discover, each time, something else, something different. In such 
moments, to borrow familiar words from W. H. Auden, the “negation 
and despair” so frequently faced in Ní Bhriain’s work become nuanced 
by “ironic points of light.” 

—Declan Long

PARIS

“Un·Tuning Together. Practicing  
Listening with Pauline Oliveros”
BÉTONSALON/FONDATION PERNOD RICARD

Pauline Oliveros’s Tuning Meditation, 1980, asks participants to attend 
to a sound from somewhere within, one that is imagined, and then, as 
that inner sound is vocalized, to listen to sounds others are making in 
order to harmonize one’s own note with the collective. Activated by a 
gathered audience of artists, scholars, and others on study days organized 
in partnership with Ann Veronica Janssens and Nathalie Ergino’s Brain 
Space Laboratory by curators Maud Jacquin and Émilie Renard, Olive-
ros’s recipe for listening is a metaphor for the late experimental com-
poser’s lifelong practice. “I have never tried to build a career,” Oliveros 
says in Daniel Weintraub’s documentary film, Deep Listening: The Story 
of Pauline Oliveros (2022), “I have only tried to build a community.” 

As Oliveros, attuned to environmental rhythms, would have appre-
ciated, this film was screened on last autumn’s equinox, aligned with 
the start of the exhibition “Un·Tuning Together.” That same week-
end, author and playwright IONE, together with Ximena Alarcón, 
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The Co Clare artist Ailbhe Ní Bhriain has a long-standing preoccupation with hybrid image-
making processes, and over the past 20 years she has produced an arresting body of work that 
moves seamlessly between sculpture, installation, film, print and photography. This latest show 
at the Kerlin, her first solo exhibition for the Dublin gallery, augurs an exciting new stage in her 
evolving visual practice.

It features three room-dominating tapestries. Each is rendered with a Jacquard loom, which allows 
for the weaving of highly complex designs composed of several materials, including cotton, wool, 
silk and Lurex. In addition to the tapestries (all part of the Interval series), the exhibit includes 
several pigment prints and two resin-and-polyurethane sculptures of large, hairless cats, curled up 
in sleep, which are reminiscent of ancient Egyptian sarcophagi.

Patented by the French polymath Joseph Marie Jacquard in 1804, the Jacquard loom is able to 
process intricate designs by using a system of punched cards that determine where the threads are 
woven. Jacquard’s method of transmitting information, of course, is a precursor to the computer. 
Charles Babbage, the English scientist often credited as the father of digital computing, famously 
repurposed this method to draw up designs for his “difference engine” and “analytical engine” 
inventions, which were some of the very earliest designs for calculating machines or “general 
purpose” computers. By incorporating the Jacquard loom into her practice, Ní Bhriain deliberately 
references the prehistory of computing.



As for the objects themselves, the tapestries are collages. Each combines and solicits from three 
traditional genres of image production: the family portrait, natural landscapes and something akin to 
war photography. At the centre of each study is a group photograph with several figures either standing 
or sitting in formal postures. Going by the clothes and texture of the portrait image, they look as though 
they are reproductions of archival photographs from the late 19th or early 20th century.

That said, the very notion of a centrepiece or central focus is studiously undermined by Ní Bhriain’s 
collage technique. Intervening across the portraits are impressive rock formations, some of which 
bear the graceful, fluid aesthetic of mineral deposits in underground caves, while others are like 
distant visions of Alpine mountains. Adjoining these are images of bombed-out cityscapes, featuring 
strewn rubble and buildings in states of collapse. Each terrain of imagery invades the others equally, 
contributing to a sense of flatness in the composition. There are no layers, only distinct planes: the 
tapestries promote their surface and diminish any suggestion of depth or ground.

This flatness at the level of form is intriguingly amplified at the level of content. None of the 
human figures has a face – each physiognomy is replaced by scree, rock and detritus. Ní Bhriain’s 
decision to eliminate her subjects’ faces deprives the audience of a psychological foothold into the 
tapestries: depersonalisation is another tool the artist uses to achieve a sense of groundlessness.

Highly recommended.

Interval Two (Dream Pool), by Ailbhe Ní Bhriain, is at the Kerlin Gallery, Dublin, 
until Saturday, January 6th
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In this compelling, dreamlike presentation, 
Ailbhe Ní Bhriain examines institutional 
power and imperial systems of 
representation to draw out their 
connections to anthropogenic decay. 
The show projects a ruinous future, 
montaged from the present. The two-
screen film installation An Experiment 
with Time, 2022, nods to a 1927 book by 
J. W. Dunne that speculated on parallel 
timelines. Ní Bhriain applies the same 
strategy she used to create Reports to an 
Academy, 2015, in which slow panning 
shots survey spaces altered with CGI to 
look flooded with water. Here, the deluge 
envelops a German anatomical theater, an 
Italian church, and an English computing 
museum. These hypnotic scenes are 
interspersed with fragments of esoteric 
text and sections of black-and-white 
archival footage showing, among other 
things, women crying, an automaton, and 
a lone fighter jet. Together, they convey, in 
essayistic terms, a sense of apocalypse––
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the aftermath of an environmental 
catastrophe, perhaps. The two screens 
face each other, looping an out-of-
sync and not quite identical sequence, 
heightening the sense of disorientation 
and fracture.

The film’s mournful soundtrack—
composed by Susan Stenger—bleeds 
into the adjacent gallery, where the aura 
of breakdown extends to “Intrusions,” 
2022, a striking series of monochromatic 
tapestries featuring a collage of ruined 
buildings. Their fabric evokes the granular 
quality of media images from a warzone. 
In another room, a set of arcane objects, 
some fruitlike and painted black, others 
cast in bronze, is housed in Perspex 
display cases, suggesting a provisional 
museological order. As elsewhere, these 
disparate and manipulated elements 
elude clear interpretation, offering a poetic 
lament for a conflicted time.


