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In Pentecostal worship, speaking in tongues — glossolalia — is evidence of divine
possession, the spontaneous utterances of a heavenly language exchanged with God.
The practice lends its name to ICA LA’S exhibition, which gathers 24 artists who engage
with lesser-known religious traditions, many rooted in Indigenous communities or the
Global South. Ranging from painting to experimental music, weaving and video
installation, the exhibition’s artists explore, in the words of their curators, ‘the role of art
as a conduit to the spiritual’. In the exhibition’s framework, the work calls attention to
resilient rituals and practices overlooked by Western colonisers and nurtured in secret
across diasporas. But how possible is it to communicate with the divine using what’s
here on Earth?




Linguists have traced glossolalia to speakers’ native phonetic patterns, distinguishing
the practice from xenoglossy — suddenly speaking a previously unknown language. The
works here take a similar tack, using recognisable shapes, techniques and materials to
render sacred experiences visually. Two paintings by Hanna Hur combine familiar
chequerboard prints with hypnotic swirls that, if pondered long enough, feel
trance-inducing; in Heart vii (2025), pencilled wisps curl across a faint grid of white dots
and lines on a beige canvas, their swirls converging at a central bull’s-eye. Elsewhere,
sculptor Karen

Lofgren mixes objects used in Peruvian folk medicine with contemporary beauty
products like wigs to form surreal wall-hanging artworks. In Closest Allies / Blonde
Tears (2024) two cast tobacco leaves, one bronze, one epoxy, drip locks of wavy blonde
hair, positioned parallel so that each resembles an open, oval-shaped eye.

But translating religious belief into visual form is risky when revelation can easily read
as babble. Raven Chacon and Candice Hopkins’s Codetalker (2026) features a drawn,
Fluxus-like ‘score’ that stretches across three horizontal panels filled with sketches — of



binoculars, security cameras, a turtle, a police car — connected indecipherably by
triangular arrows (its style obliquely references the ciphers used by Second World
War-era Navajo Code Talkers). An adjacent display showcases legendary feminist
theorist Gloria Anzaldda’s lecture plans, but in this context her cross-cultural, syncretic
investigations appear as flattened and banal as their institutional confines, be it a
museum or a classroom. A facsimile of notes for her 1984 “Speaking in Tongues Creative
Writing Workshop” includes an outline of a hand with a rudimentary face jotted on its
palm, one lip stretched towards illegible lines of script.

Nearby, Belkis Ayon’s excellent collagraphs — a technique that combines collage with
printmaking — prove that such explorations can have more arresting results. Ayén’s
collagraphs often draw on a central myth of the secretive Cuban sect Abakug, in which a
female interloper infiltrates the all-male community. Set on two large paper panels that
converge into a gallery corner,

Perfidia (Perfidy) (1998) presents masked figures exchanging goods like chicken and
fish, their white eyes peering out from an impenetrable black background — as though
caught in a ritual simultaneously spiritual and mundane.

Like glossolalia itself, ICA LA’S exhibition hinges on esoteric speech becoming shared
and divine, but its transcendent ambitions are only occasionally embodied in the
artwork on view. Some works feel charged with epiphany: Senga Nengudi’s emotive
photography installation Ellioutt ~ Love (2022/26), for example. Others remain closed
circuits — like iris yirei hu’s Corpus mundi (2026), an altarlike sculpture of a cast
porcelain skeleton with candles for feet, or Marwa Abdul-rahman’s Elements of
Influence (2025), a wall relief that positions unfinished floral needlepoint adjacent to a
mirrored shard — and wind up nearer to gibberish than holiness. As I was leaving the
exhibition, I found myself recalling the haunting postures of Ayon’s figures in

Perfidia (Perfidy). Her humanoid beings, covered in patterns from tattoos to fish scales,
always reach towards each other — but never touch.

Claudia Ross
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