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Whether they have taken the form of videos, installations or objects, Kate 
McMillan’s carefully constructed environments have been distinguished 
by a poetics of fragmentation that has allowed the impulses of historical 
and psychological displacement they represent to reverberate beyond 
the personal into a wider moral field. Having lived in Britain and Australia, 
and bridging the gap between them, she has been acutely aware of the 
impacts of colonisation and of how the land, and the nature that animates it, 
have both reflected and absorbed them. Her vision of the world is fertile, 
accumulative, full of ghosts. In this respect, her newest work is no different, 
yet a sense of urgency has replaced previous melancholy as matriarchy has 
risen to protest its power.

For McMillan, both politics (in the form of the accession of Donald Trump 
to the US Presidency) and the emotional transformations of her maturing 
young family were a trigger. ‘Shock, outrage’ and fear in a world that 
glorified sexual predation has mobilised her into constructing new work 
with a powerful, magical dimension that could outface malign force. The 
5 Spell Blankets were the first of these, embellished with 28 ‘hag stones’ as 
embodiments of protection, protest and anger. Aware that they were thought 
to provide magical portals into another dimension, she has been collecting 
stones with holes naturally occurring through them for a number of years. 
Randomly throwing them over blankets and sewing them tight where they 
fell, she ‘fixated on thoughts of strength for my [9 year old] daughter… [with] 
a strong sense of urgency to throw the blankets over her to keep her safe.’

A Call to Arms
Kate McMillan’s Recent Work

By David Elliott
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Touching on the most primordial emotions, McMillan embarked on 
threading a necklace with 19 milk teeth, collected from her 3 children, in a 
rite of passage that encapsulates loss, age, poverty and the need to mark out 
and remember life’s transitions from child to adult. The necklace appears, 
worn by her daughter, in the final scene of The Past is Singing in Our Teeth, 
a 2-channel video installation, in which she climbs One Tree Hill, the place 
from where, in legend, the Celtic warrior-queen Boudicca surveyed London 
in her successful uprising against the Romans before her eventual defeat at 
an unknown place. A woman leader in an age of men, according to Tacitus, 
Boudicca fought to avenge ‘…lost freedom, my scourged body and the 
chastity of my daughters.’ [Annals 14:35]

In McMillan’s video, across four locations in different parts of the English 
countryside, the child bridges with her mother’s childhood memories, 
wearing many pocketed ‘spell dresses’ filled with talismanic sculptures. 
The colours of the dresses echo the three seasons of winter, summer and 
autumn, the omission of spring reprises the title of a previous work with 
the harsh warning of its Latin motto: Ver non semper viret – Spring does not 
always flourish.

The sculptures that appear in the film are also used to create an aural 
landscape for both the videos and the exhibition. As objects, sound artist 
Louise Devenish improvised with them in a live performance, working to 
a score written by Cat Hope that was, in turn, based on ‘shorthand poems’ 

written by McMillan in tribute to her mother’s cryptic talent as a shorthand 
secretary. This sororal and matriarchal network of co-operation, action and 
influence is embodied throughout the tissue and structure of the exhibition 
and the works out of which it is comprised.

The secret knowledge of a shorthand poem is enlarged like a spell onto one 
of three tall white silk ‘shrouds’ that punctuate the exhibition, another, like 
the blankets, is adorned by hag stones. The third, greeting visitors as they 
enter as if it were some archaeological discovery, is an enlarged transparent 
printed X-Ray of the symmetrical images of a small child’s jaw bone.

In this voyage between life, death and what lies between, McMillan has 
been successful in evoking an uncanny telescoping of time and history 
that, although recognisable, is partly beyond conscious reach. Other 
intuitions have to be brought into play. In almost every room the floor has 
been covered with rock salt; preserving and purifying, its culinary and 
metaphysical properties in unison. What we are experiencing here are not 
the cheap tricks of arty shamanism, nor is it fake witchcraft, or a bland re-
heating of well-worn feminist theory, but a sincere and strident call to arms. 
Celebrating a righteous and creative anger, McMillan casts a cold eye on 
the vagaries of power in a view of our time engendered by a humane, all-
embracing, female principle.
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The Past is Singing in our Teeth extends the notion that artworks, objects and 
even smells can serve as an umbilical cord back in time, thus functioning 
as an intermediary into the past—in this case, a fictional past reinvented 
in the absence of women’s histories. A mixed-media collage, The Past is 
Singing in our Teeth reconstructs a labyrinth of lost things through a film-
based installation incorporating projected films, photography, sound, 
performance and sculpture. Like a conjuring or a haunting, it seeks to draw 
a line around the things that sit at the periphery of our vision. In particular, it 
imagines a lost archive of women’s knowledges, a remembrance of which is 
triggered through the recovery of sacred objects and landscapes. 

Filmed in four UK locations—the Welsh Borders, the Kent coast, a 
Hampshire lake, and One Tree Hill in London, as well as film sets (memory 
rooms) constructed in my studio, the exhibition traces the journey of a 
young girl as she rediscovers a heritage of knowledge and power. The 
work stitches together recreations of memories, combined with their 
physical remainders in the present day—objects, ephemera, locations and 
sounds. The films are inter-dispersed with photographs, spoken word and 
poetry, attempting to articulate the way memory inflects and informs the 
present, not as a series of linear and knowable narratives, but as constantly 
changing, ambiguous, beautiful and haunting residue.

These filmic spaces become points of access into a world that is somewhat 
disjointed from language, a world that is felt and internalized, carried in the 
body, played out and recreated in present day events. A central mechanism 
in this work is the creation of a series of sculptural objects that slip in and 

out of roles—functioning at once as props, as sculptures, and as musical 
instruments that form the basis for the film score: a ‘spell making’ dress befit 
with numerous pockets, that house sculptures / percussion objects / relics; 
a silver necklace decorated with children’s teeth; percussion stands for 
various sculptures and percussion objects; shorthand poems; silk fabrics 
with film stills printed on them which act as veils and barriers throughout the 
installation. Many of these objects are ‘performed’ as the score is restaged 
with percussionists in a live performance during the opening.

The Past is Singing in our Teeth plays with ideas including the repeating of 
history, the presence of linked signs, archetypes, place and the objects 
we carry alongside us throughout our lives. The interplay between what 
is lost and what remains, the repetition of certain behaviours, the seeking 
out of certain systems and themes become the visual language of the 
work. So, whilst the impetus for the work begins with my own biographical 
engagement with time and memory, the concepts expand outwards, 
inviting viewers to connect to the work through their own experiences 
and ideas. The work is quiet, refusing monumentality—instead framing a 
precarious and fragile movement through the world. Like a psychoanalytic 
investigation, the construction of the work becomes a tenuous relationship 
between the real and the unreal, what is known and what is not.

The Past is Singing in our Teeth

By Kate McMillan



12 13

Stories for Lost Sculptures

By Kate McMillan
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I must have been five or six when she died. My nanny. I remember going to 
sleep in her arms, all but falling off the side of her narrow single bed. I can 
smell her now, hear the tick of her bedside clock. That blanket of forgiveness 
and love that I only remember from her.

After she died we were clearing out her flat. The emptiness felt heavy in 
my stomach. I remember the top drawer of her bureau. A sea of sparkling 
gems—gold, sequins, brightly coloured and marbled plastics, silver 
chains, brooches, large and small ear-rings. A lifetime of glitter, a treasure 
trove to a small child, but nothing of real value. It was arranged so simply
—so you could see it all at a glance—find the matching ear-rings at a dash.

As my small hand reached to the back, avoiding the sharp spikes of 
upturned brooches; the tips of my fingers found a wooden box. It was 
pushed hard up against the back of the drawer. Ducking down, I navigated 
the boxes route back to me, out over the treasures. 

Inside the box was a curious stockpile of chalky stones—once white but 
now yellowing. As I observed each one individually in my hand—I realized 
that each one had a perfect hole right through its centre. Underneath the 
stones (there were seven) at the bottom of the box, was a little note. In neat 
handwriting that I didn’t recognize, it said ‘spells to keep her safe’.

Hagstones
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In my dream, I was wandering around my childhood home—the way it 
might have looked when I was nine or so. I could feel the cold of the bumpy 
apricot tiles rising up through my feet. I was in my nightdress. A white cotton 
thing that was just about too cold for that time of year. The house was empty, 
perhaps an hour or so away from sunset. I knew this as I could see the sun 
drawing down over the Indian Ocean in my peripheral vision. The whole 
house was a series of windows that captured the view outwards.

I couldn’t hear anything. No cars, no birds. Just silence. As always, the house 
was meticulous—as if it could record your movements, simply by mapping 
the way you disturbed its internal order—a fingerprint, an upturned tassel 
on one of the carpets. The house was listening to me—watching me. Up until 
this point I hadn’t realized I was dreaming—I had instead been existing in 
that familiar feeling of home and dis-ease.

But then the wind picked up and was violently whipping around the house, 
fighting its way in through the cracks. Sheets of note paper were flying 
around, disrupting the order of everything. I panicked, feeling instantly 
responsible for the chaos. But then as I grabbed one of the notes, and 
could see that it was not my writing, but my Mother’s, written in her secret 
shorthand writing, I felt an instant release. It was her that had caused this – 
this chaos, even though she was absent.

Shorthand Poems
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I’d been playing, well sitting really, in this field not far from where I used 
to holiday as a much smaller child. It was the smells that I was trying to get 
close to—really sticking my face down into the grass, the soil. 

Smells can connect you in that way, can’t they? They can be like an 
umbilical cord back in time—back to the dark and light of things. Where 
the heaviness began. Where you are grounded, but also where the loosing 
started. The loss. But also, that precarious feeling that you have no past. That 
nothing is real. That as a women you can just float through history. Like a 
smell. Not in-sight. Invisible.

There is a freedom I guess with that. That you can write your own past. Be a 
fiction. Be inventive.

It was at this time, when I was contemplating all these things, laying on my 
side—watching the horizon line, the sky, the faraway. The close and the 
near. The grass was touching my face. I was sort of in a comfortable place. 
In my mother’s arms, well at least what I imagine that might feel like. It was 
then that I saw this shining glint of a thing. Poking through the soil. A little gift 
revealing itself to me. I started digging with my finger. I sat up, focused, and 
really began pulling away at the soil and the weeds. 

It is hard to believe really, looking back, but there it was. This crudely made 
necklace, each tentacle clutching a child’s tooth.

Tooth Necklace
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I had been working for almost a year in the museum. There was a lot of 
time to just ‘get lost’, since everything happened so slowly. The burden of 
history weighing down on us all. One afternoon I was fossicking away in 
my favourite part of the stores—the craft drawers. No-one cared about the 
craft—it was all about the ‘big paintings’ for the curators—and as much as 
possible, paintings by dead white guys. In contrast, most of the craft objects 
were small and delicate, lightly placed on sheets of plastic, arranged by 
artist, material or era. Even though there must have been so much history, 
unseen history, stored away in these drawers, the provenance of each 
object was skeletal. Sometimes not even the artist’s name had been noted—
‘unknown craftsperson c.1820’—that kind of thing. I always had the feeling 
that some of these drawers hadn’t been opened for decades.

On this particular day, I was trying to find drawers I hadn’t looked through 
before. The fluorescent lighting was flickering at one end of the store—
attracting and repelling me towards the last stack on the right-hand side. I 
definitely hadn’t looked through that set before as the depth of the drawers 
were thicker than the others, and I would have remembered that.

As I pulled the drawer open, I could see and feel fabric—a blanket, made of 
felt perhaps. It was slightly abrasive to the touch and worn. It was larger than I 
would have expected so I walked to the other end of the store where the store 
manager was sitting watching something mindless on his phone (thankfully 
it wasn’t porn). He reluctantly accompanied me back to the blankets and 
helped me set them out onto the large table in the middle of the isle. 

They must have been almost two metres wide and three metres in length. 
Across the dark green surface were 28 tiny chalky rocks embroidered 
onto it. On the back, in the left-hand corner, was a little cotton tag stitched 
carefully onto it. It said, ‘Spell Blanket’. 

Spell Blankets
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 	 The Prison and the Crowbar: Unread Poems

1 	 Stories save your life. And stories are your life. We are our stories, 
stories that can be both prison and the crowbar to break open the door of 
that prison; we make stories to save ourselves or others, stories that lift us 
up or smash us against the stone wall of our own limits and fears. Liberation 
is always in part a storytelling process: breaking stories, breaking silences, 
making new stories. A free person tells her own story. A valued person 
lives in a society in which her story has a place.1

2 	 We tell ourselves stories in order to live.2

3 	 When we cannot find a way of telling our story, our story tells us – 
we dream these stories, we develop symptoms, or we find ourselves acting 
in ways we don’t understand.3

4	 Every family has a story that it tells itself – that it passes on to the 
children and grandchildren. The story grows over the years, mutates; some 
parts are sharpened, others dropped, and there is often debate about what 
really happened. But even with these different sides of the same story, there 
is still agreement that this is the family story.4

5	 When you are in the middle of a story it isn’t a story at all, but only 
a confusion; a dark roaring, a blindness, a wreckage of shattered glass and 
splintered wood; like a house in a whirlwind, or else a boat crushed by the 
icebergs or swept over the rapids, and all aboard powerless to stop it. It’s 
only afterwards that it becomes anything like a story at all. When you are 
telling it, to yourself or to someone else.5

20 Responses to 
The Past is Singing in Our Teeth

By Richard Martin

 	 Objects and Affections: Tooth Necklace

6	 Objects are our other selves; the better we understand them, the 
closer we come to self-knowledge.6

7	 Teach your children that a house is only habitable when it is full of 
light and air, and when the floors and walls are clear.7

8	 Artificial memory machines litter history. Human beings seem to 
be persistently seduced by the idea that a theatre, a palace or a machine 
might be constructed that would hold the sum of knowledge in a way 
that would permit total recall. All we would need to do in order to attain 
absolute knowledge would be to enter the theatre or machine and commit 
to memory everything therein.8

9	 A collection to which there are no new additions is 
really dead.9

10	 On the screen, objects that were a few moments ago sticks of 
furniture or books of cloakroom tickets are transformed to the point where 
they take on menacing or enigmatic meanings.10
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 	 Known and Unknown Landscapes: 
 	 The Past is Singing in Our Teeth

16	 In their imagination geography and history are consubstantial. 
Placeless events are inconceivable, in that everything that happens must 
happen somewhere.16

17	 Every turn I made was a reminder that the day was mine and 
I didn’t have to be anywhere I didn’t want to be. I had an astonishing 
immunity to responsibility, because I had no ambitions at all beyond doing 
only that which I found interesting.17

18	 Looking back on old attachments is one thing, starting new ones is 
an altogether more challenging task.18

19	 I was supposed to have a script, and had mislaid it. I was 
supposed to hear cues, and no longer did.19

20	 Imagine yourself streaming through time shedding gloves, 
umbrellas, wrenches, books, friends, homes, names. This is what the view 
looks like if you take a rear-facing seat on the train. Looking forward you 
constantly acquire moments of arrival, moments of realization, moments of 
discovery. The wind blows your hair back and you are greeted by what you 
have never seen before. The material falls away in onrushing experience. 
It peels off like skin from a molting snake. Of course to forget the past is 
to lose the sense of loss that is also memory of an absent richness and a 
set of clues to navigate the present by; the art is not one of forgetting but 
letting go. And when everything else is gone, you can be rich in loss.20

 	 Protecting the Family: Spell Blankets

11	 The more innocent I sound, the more enraged and 
invested I am.11

12	 To know and not to understand is perhaps one definition of being a 
child.12

13	 Why do we talk of conquering fear, as if there would be no price to 
pay for such brutal inner defacement?13

14	 I want to insist that female pain is still news. It’s always news. We’ve 
never already heard it.14

15	 The one thing the family can’t prepare you for is life 
outside the family.15

1. Rebecca Solnit, The Mother of All Questions (Chicago: Haymarket, 2017), p.19.
2. Joan Didion, The White Album (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2009), p.11.
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2014), p.10.
4. A. M. Homes, The Mistress’s Daughter (London: Granta, 2007), pp.156–157.
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20. Rebecca Solnit, A Field Guide to Getting Lost (London: Penguin, 2005), pp.22–23.
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Artists are the shamans and witches of our postmodern age. Many of the 
mysteries once attributed to the magic of spells and potions and tricks of 
the light, are now accomplished by the diverse tools and technologies at 
the artist’s disposal. And the objects and images thus created, equally 
have the power to soothe, to frighten, to revive the ghosts of the past, 
to illuminate the future, to reshape our understanding of the world. It is 
our great privilege to premiere at MOMENTUM Kate McMillan’s new 
body of work, The Past is Singing in our Teeth. This exhibition was over 
two years in the making, but our relationship with Kate McMillan dates 
back to the very beginning; to the launch of MOMENTUM in Sydney in 
2010, as a parallel event to the 17th Biennale of Sydney, in which McMillan 
was participating. The Artistic Director of this Biennale, David Elliott, has 
also written in this catalogue. Soon after, McMillan entrusted two video 
works, Paradise Falls I & II (2011 / 12), to the MOMENTUM Collection, and 
thus began our ongoing commitment to this extraordinary artist, with 
whom we share a mutual focus. Tackling the precarious fragility of time 
and memory, both biographical and collective, McMillan’s work directly 
addresses MOMENTUM’s mission as a non-profit global platform for time-
based art. Now located in Berlin’s Kunstquartier Bethanien Art Center, 
MOMENTUM’s program is composed of local and international Exhibitions, 
Artist and Curator Residencies, Video Art in Public Space Initiatives, 
Performance and Education Programs and Archives, and a growing 

Collection. Positioned as both a local and global platform, we serve as a 
bridge joining professional art communities, irrespective of institutional 
and national borders. The mission of MOMENTUM as an interdisciplinary 
platform focused on exhibition, discussion, research, creation, collection, 
and exchange, is to continuously seek to redefine ‘What is time-based art’. 
As visual languages continue to evolve in concert with the technologies 
which drive them, the answers to this question are ever changing. It is 
the role of visual artists to push the limits of these languages, as McMillan 
does so eloquently throughout her practice; intermingling diverse media 
to reimagine sculpture as musical instrument, translating visual imagery 
from her artworks into a new language of musical composition. As the world 
speeds up, and time itself seems to flow faster, MOMENTUM is committed 
to exploring how time-based art responds to the digitization of our societies, 
where memory is increasingly recast as searchable database, and where 
the knowledge of human experience is progressively relegated to the 
robotic language of memory storage and retrieval. McMillan’s response 
is a journey through the physical and emotional landscape, populating 
her narratives with cross-generational object memories, alluding to 
knowledges fast disappearing from our experience. MOMENTUM is proud 
to provide a space for McMillan’s creation and contemplation of the very 
human and emotional power of the past to shape an uncertain future. 

Epilogue 

By Rachel Rits-Volloch
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