Remote Work

Lubaina Himid:
The Mourning Kangas
Grundy Art Gallery, Blackpool, 18 May to 19 June

The Grundy chose an appropriately freewheeling way
to usher in the summer, with two overlapping shows
which, in subject matter and mood, reflect the uncer-
tainty of the times as well as the place; in Blackpool,
which has long struggled to reinvent itself, many
tourist-oriented shops look like they may never
reopen after the second wave of the pandemic.
Furthermore, as the title of the Grundy’s main show
suggests, many artists have changed the way they
previously practised. In addition, the artworks in
the gallery’s main rooms have been deliberately mixed
together, Lubaina Himid’s new paintings, for instance,
interacting particularly well with the work of some
of the younger artists behind ‘Remote Work”.

Nicola Dale, much of whose background has been
in performance, has produced Echo Chambers, 2021,
a set of circular towers tall and wide enough to
contain a standing adult. Other tall sculptures have
human-like heads mounted on them; originally plastic
dummies of the sort used in shop window displays,
they have been brightly painted and wear interwoven
strips, reminiscent of bondage gear, which block the
models’ eyes or ears. Thege towering heads are
grouped in circles, some facing inwards and others
outwards. One pair of heads guards the gallery
entrance, exerting an unsettling power. The work
derives from a long-term project investigating isolated
systems of thought where participants listen only to
others with similar opinions. This was itself derived
from the artist’s study of an antique copy of Ovid’s
Art of Love annotated by a series of male readers with
handwritten thoughts about love and, of course, sex.

Some of Dale’s heads seem to stare at Himid’s ‘The
Mourning Kangas’ series of paintings from 2020.
Kangas are rectangular, patterned fabrics, featuring
a visual motif plus a worded message that are worn
or used, mainly by women, in East Africa. Neatly
describing the distracted, enclosed atmosphere of the
past 15 months, Himid has produced painted versions.
One example, Eclipse, features images of the occluded
sun accompanied by the unanswerable words, IS IT
A QUESTION OF PASSION, without a question mark.
Another, Shelf, includes images of objects such as a
speed camera, as well as a quote from Walter
Benjamin’s essay ‘Unpacking My Library’: NOT YET
TOUCHED BY THE MILD BOREDOM OF ORDER.
A wickerwork shopping bag is accompanied by a much
stranger quotation: HUNG AS IN A BASKET FROM A
SINGLE DULL STAR, excerpted from Nick Farriella’s
parody of how F Scott Fitzgerald might have pondered
the spread of influenza in 1920.

Less legible messages appear on objects we seldom
notice but which are here brought to licht by Keiran
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Dreams demolished to make way for the future

Cairan Wood, Echo in Time, 2021, video

Leach’s series of street utility boxes named after their
graffiti, such as Fever, Kaza and Ghoul, all 2021. These
boxes are dotted around the large, well-lit gallery
spaces, appearing so familiar at first that they hardly
register. But, once noticed, their objecthood seems to
invade, muscling-in with their stolid bodywork and
brash spray-painted lettering to rival the gallery’s
old, white, cast-iron radiators.

But in the case of other Remote Workers, some
of the information they provide seems fishy - deliber-
ately so. There is news, for instance, of a curator
called Johnny Highland who disappeared last year
from the Grundy. His notebooks feature in the hilari-
ous set of installations Believe It or Not, 2021, by the
Manchester-based collective Shy Bairns, whose name
derives from the old northern expression ‘shy bairns
get nowt’ or ‘quiet children get nothing’. This group,
comprising Izzy Kroese, Erin Blamire, Eleanor
Haswell and George Gibson, therefore makes a noise
about things that have been going on in a seaside
resort we thought we knew so well. Screens show
readouts from Reddit about the weird side of
Blackpool, which of course became famous for its
ghost trains, creaking piers and fortunetellers. And
now, thanks to the wonders of TikTok and smart-
phones, we are able to see images of fireballs off
the Fylde Coast, among what Shy Bairns refer to
as ‘Many Things About Blackpool That Don’t Make
Sense’. Speculation abounds as we mull over questions
like ‘Are seagulls getting bigger because they eat
too many chips?’

Further echoes of a lost 20th-century world appear
in David Penny’s Whetstone, 2021; a series of photo-
graphs that respond to Walter Nurnberg’s industrial
photography, examples of which are also on show.
Working in Britain from the 1930s until his retire-
ment in 1974, Berlin-born Nurnberg developed new
approaches to photographic lighting, dramatically
illuminating his subjects, from steel foundries to
engineering works and chemical labs, frequently
highlighting the people who worked there. Penny’s
interest in the connections between humans and
technology results in a hypnotically fascinating
digital animation of an idealised modernist machine
that mutates and moves - accompanied by an old
recording of the song ‘I Only Have Eyes For You'

Nearby, a series of 8D prints make solid other digitally

machine-made images in ways that seem by compari-
son strangely ancient, ag if archaeological relics.
Ciaran Wood’s Echo in Time, 2021 is a film utilising
video footage shot by the artist’s father, Tom Wood,
over 20 years ago at Coopers Townhouse, a traditional
pub on Cases Street in Liverpool. Since the 1980s, that
location - originally a narrow street connecting the

old Central Station and St John’s Market - has been
overshadowed by the brash but bland entrance to the
huge St Johns shopping precinet. The film, however,
is pre-pandemically intimate, crowded with pub-goers
singing along to karaoke tapes, talking, drinking and
laughing in ways that endless months of Covid quiet-
ness have made seem irretrievably lost. The hazy
scenes, shot before the smoking ban, also remind the
viewer that pubs, especially Liverpool’s pubs, are all
about the people who gather there. But the film avoids
nostalgia with an edgy voice-over that points out
‘there’s a crick, there’s a crack, there’s a lack, there’s
a loss’. The sense of camaraderie and the performative
nature of the human interaction we witness give rise
to the idea of Liverpool being ‘haunted by phantom
architecture’ - the result of the city centre being
redeveloped without consideration for the public
spaces that were there before the shopping malls
moved in.

The mood of isolation from the crowd is palpable,
but what ‘Remote Work” also captures is a queasy
sense of being exiled from history.

Bob Dickinson is a writer based in Manchester.
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