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James Richards’s Fever Dream

A hypnotic new film at Sylvia Kouvali, London, seizes the gaze and distorts perception until the room’s edges sink

and fade

BY JAMES LAWRENCE SLATTERY IN EXHIBITION REVIEWS | 26 MAR 26

-

James Richards’s new film, Fevers (2026), is a tapestry of photographs, animations and snippets of footage. An
accompanying soundscape of shifting, elusive rhythms offers continuity across the heterogeneous imagery: crows, eyeballs,

dancing figures. Like the fever dream to which its title alludes, the film is awash in fragments and cues.

The 32-minute work plays on a loop in the converted stable that houses Sylvia Kouvali, its tiled walls and cobbled floor
intact. The film is segmented into three chapters, Richards’s exhibition text tells us, though it is not always obvious where
each begins and ends. The opening, however, is distinct from what follows as the only section that features subtitles, for
which there is no corresponding voice. This disembodied text describes prehistoric hand stencils found in caves: among the
earliest visual imprints of human life. The descriptions of their outlines, the stone upon which the hands were pressed, the

cave and the sea that presumably laps at its edge are combined with declarations of love.
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James Richards, ‘Fevers’, 2026, installation view. Courtesy: the artist and Sylvia Kouvali,
London / Piraeus

The images of the hands, we are told, were made in a time before language. But on the screen, the words are met with a
palpable absence of image. Instead, they sit at the foot of a flickering field whose stroboscopic intensity gradually
increases. Richards’s text refers to this opening as a ‘4K animated remake’ of Tony Conrad’s The Flicker (1966), an
experimental film composed exclusively of black and white frames to produce a strobe effect. In Fevers, this hypnotic
technique makes the edges of the room sink and fade, the screen sucking in the gaze and distorting perception as patterns
and colours seem to emerge. The noise of waves, deep rumbles and a helicopter’s whirring blades rises, while the words
remain without their corresponding pictorial anchor. The sense of ancient humans making a mark, the scale of time and
the vastness of oceans meets the limit of representation, even as the words describe a visual encounter with a pre-

linguistic past.
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James Richards, Fevers, 2026, film still. Courtesy: the artist and Sylvia Kouvali, London /
Piraeus

A later section returns to the flickering impulse of the opening as a rapid succession of photographs of eyes, their lids
held open as if for surgery, fills the screen, spliced together with scans of the back of the retina that resemble orange
planets lined with rivers. The sequence confronts the viewer with the mechanics of vision, articulated through scientific
imagery that stages the eye for examination, while recalling the close-up of the eyeball being sliced open in Luis Bufiuel’s
Un chien andalou (An Andalusian Dog, 1929), which introduced looking and cutting as fundamental to cinematic

meaning.

Other passages include a slow-motion bird, reduced to a black silhouette against a white background, flapping in
staggered movements and accompanied by a whirring sound that may be of wings in flight played at increased speed.
Elsewhere, the camera tilts across an area of scarred concrete bearing a palimpsest of rudimentary carvings of human
faces or demonic sprites. These could be traces etched into an urban wall or dug into a vast expanse of abandoned land,

seen from above in a God’s-eye view.



James Richards, ‘Fevers’, 2026, installation view. Courtesy: the artist and Sylvia Kouvali,
London / Piraeus

Richards’s film compels you to find connections in the gathering of images, yet the potential meanings cannot be pinned
down. Instead, as in a Rorschach test, my own desire shapes how I read the language Richards has plucked and arranged.
Unlike the spectacle of social media streams, where the horrific and the slapstick press up against one another in jarring
yet now mundane ways, Fevers's affect is contemplative, arousing moments of melancholy or alienation. Some passages
encourage a critical distance to emerge, while isolated images foster a desire for context that is never offered. As in a

dream space, Fevers provokes the urge to decipher the fragments before one yields to its mesmeric unfolding.

James Richards’s Fevers’is on view at Sylvia Kouvali, London, until 18 April

Main image: James Richards, Fevers, 2026, film still. Courtesy: the artist and Sylvia Kouvali, London / Piraeus





