








There are levels to rebellion and insurrection that exceed the given cultural
meaning of such processes. The insurrectionist act can appear to transcend
human agency, manifesting at the level of seemingly 'pure' phenomena and
Ignoring our insistence on a human-centred universe. And yet the apparent
purity of phenomena such as Gill's Roadklll, or her earlier work Washed up,
1993-95, is expressly manufactured, given coherence through careful naming,
ordering and processing in an inversion of the rationalist episteme with its
insistence on usefulness. By performing 'useless' operations on discarded and
therefore no longer utilitarian objects - such as engraving words on pieces of
glass washed up on the beach, or affixing wheels on roadside refuse - Gill
probes the limits of human constructions.

This concern with limits is perhaps most apparent in her 'Standing Still' series,
2000-03, consisting of 117 colour photographs documenting abandoned buildings
across Malaysia, among them unfinished structures which were left derelict in
the wake of the 1997 Asian financial crisis. Monuments to the grandiose dreams
of capitalist prosperity, these buildings are in a slow state of decay, gradually
being taken over by weeds, grass and trees. Gill's interest in these sites was
fuelled by an invitation to make new work for the Petronas Gallery in Kuala
Lumpur, which is itself housed in an expression of Malaysia's aspirational 'need
to be-in-the-world. A building which had mushroomed out of exactly the same
economic boom that created these derelict sites.." The unfinished structures,
some of which were close to completion when they were suddenly evacuated,
encourage eerie speculation, especially for audiences outside Malaysia who
would be unfamiliar with the particular history of these buildings. Here is another
throwback to a dark sci-fi vision; the possibility of some inscrutable mystery
resulting in a post-human world.

A consistent thread that has run through Gill's work since the early 1990s is
the authority of the printed word. One of her first installations, Pooja/loot, 1992,
used old books sourced from second-hand bookshops into which niches were
carved, like those found in religious architecture which house the presence of
the divine. Some of the niches contained found objects, including a metal whistle,
decorative porcelain animals, toys and dolls. The juxtaposition of worship (pooja)
and plunder in the title of the work further complicates its meaning, even as
viewers are led to speculate about the symbolism of the chosen texts and the
objects selected for deification. Ultimately, one is forced to countenance the
possibility that this seemingly ordered display of potential bearers of knowledge,
or receptacles of faith, may not be guided by a logical progression.

In her series 'Forest', Gill inserted strings of words from disembodied books
into 'natural' enVironments, further extending her exploration of the limits of
meaning. Ornamental tropical creepers, weeds, fruit trees and 'cash crops' like
rubber all become discursive organisms, sporting the products of human science
and fiction on their stems, leaves and flowers. The work has two lives. On the
one hand, it undergoes gradual disintegration as the plants, insects, wind, sun
and rain reclaim what is theirs, eating, eroding, and composting away the fragile
traces of human intervention. On the other hand, the work lives on in a series
of sixteen gelatin silver prints in the self-legitimising space of the art gallery.

Gill's ongoing bead-making project seeks another, more private, interaction
with life. In what could take a few lifetimes to accomplish, the artist approaches
people from various locations and walks of life to nominate a book. She then
hunts down a copy of the book, scouring garage sales and old bookshops.
Tearing each page of the book into strips, she rolls these strips with glue to
make beads, presenting the person who chose the book with a necklace of
unreadable words. The necklaces are of varying sizes, depending on whether
the chosen book was a slim comic or a hefty tome. This project ultimately
results in an object of everyday use, refusing the strictures of gallery display.
Rather, it returns to life, falling back into the very stuff and messiness of which it
was born. Gill's project marks the completion of a cycle, even as it short-circuits
the institutional routes that art objects are supposed to travel. In a similar vein, it
also yields another insight into the concerns of this artist who has sought to

slow things down, to take things apart, to preserve a level of discomfort about
the role of the artist and its institutional trappings, and to create strange kinds
of glee and beauty out of unexpected places.
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