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where language ends sees the University of Edinburghʼs Talbot Rice Gallery filled with coloured 

light and sound, as Glasgow-based artists Ross Birrell and David Harding bring together stories 

about exile and conflict, the words of poets such as John Keats and reference Wojtek the bear, one 

of Edinburgh Zooʼs most famous ex-inhabitants. But itʼs music that links the different elements of 

the exhibition, emerging as a redemptive force, though one never far from brutality and violence. 

 

Throughout the exhibition video installations, such as Sonata in the Georgian Gallery, feature musicians of 

various nationalities, capturing virtuoso performances in single takes. The identities of the musicians form 

unspoken commentaries, on subjects including: violence against women and the ongoing political troubles 

between Israel and Palestine.  

 

The variations of blue, red and gold light that flood and infuse the Gallery spaces refer to composers – often 

living in exile – who used modern techniques of transposition. These techniques reflect the artistsʼ own 

method of composition, in which letters from lines of text are rearranged into notational systems. Sonata, for 

example, is based upon a composition developed by Birrell over 3 years taken from lines by poets John 

Keats, Percy Bysshe Shelley and Gregory Corso. 

 

where language ends also features two sculptures of the bear known as Wojtek. In 1942 Stalin released the 

Polish Army from captivity in Siberia and, making their way to the Middle East to join the Allied forces, they 

acquired a bear cub. To enable Wojtek, a name meaning ʻhe who loves battlesʼ or ʻthe smiling warriorʼ, to 

join them in the Allied invasion of Italy he was formally enlisted and ʻfoughtʼ with his companions at the 

Battle of Monte Cassino. After the war he moved to Edinburgh Zoo and died there in 1963.  

 

where language ends is an immersive journey through complex, multi-layered narratives, with Birrell and 

Harding inviting the viewer to explore the thresholds between music and politics, poetry and place, 

composition and colour. 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
Biography 
 
Ross Birrell is an artist and lecturer at The Glasgow School of Art. His work revolves around music, 
poetry, politics and place. Works from Birrellʼs ongoing Envoy series of site-specific interventions and 
actions at symbolic global locations, were exhibited in Counterpoint at Talbot Rice Gallery as part of 
Generation and the Edinburgh Art Festival 2014. Birrell is represented by Ellen de Bruijne Projects, 
Amsterdam: www.edbprojects.nl 
 
David Harding is an artist and a teacher. In 1985 he was appointed head of a new department, 
Environmental Art, at the Glasgow School of Art, becoming Head of Sculpture and Environmental Art in 
1995. Through his work at Glasgow School of Art he has been credited as one of the initiators of what 
The Guardian described as a ʻgolden ageʼ for the visual arts in Glasgow. He retired from this position in 
2001, in which year he was awarded an OBE. Harding has lectured in many countries and written 
extensively on socio-political and public art: www.davidharding.net 
 
Since 2005 Birrell and Harding have collaborated on film projects and associated art works: ʻPort Bou - 18 
Fragments for Walter Benjaminʼ, first shown at the Kunsthalle Basel in Feb.ʼ06, Tramway, Glasgow, at the 
National Review of Live Art; ʻJourney in Search of Malcolm Lowryʼ around Lowryʼs novel, ʻUnder the Volcanoʼ, first 
shown at Kunsthalle Basel, 2006. Bluecoat, Liverpool 2009; ʻGuantanameraʼ 2009 exhibited Glasgow 
International, Swiss Institute, Rome, Kunsthalle, Basel and Valand, Gothenburg all 2010, and at the gallery of The 
Americas Society, Park Ave. NY 2011. In Juarez, Mexico, ʻQuartetʼ, showing in the exhibition ʻOlinkaʼ at the 
Museo Tamayo, Mexico City, 2012 - 2013; You Like This Garden? Ross Birrell/David Harding, and Douglas 
Gordon, Portikus, Frankfurt am Main (2011- 2012); and Winter Line, Kunsthalle Basel (2014).  
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Press and Photo call 
 

§ Members of the press are invited to view the exhibition on Friday 13 March, 10am–2pm or by appointment 
 

§ For image or interview requests, please contact  Stuart Fallon 
      E: Stuart.Fallon@ed.ac.uk 

T: 0131 651 4784 
      
§ Visitors can access the gallery either through the University of Edinburgh’s quadrangle on South Bridge,  

or by West College Street from Chambers Street.  
 
 
Notes to Editors 
 

§ The University of Edinburgh, of which Talbot Rice Gallery is part, must be mentioned in any articles. 
 

§ Since its foundation in 1975, Talbot Rice Gallery has made a commitment to showing work by Scottish  
and International artists and has a pursued a policy of excellence in exhibitions and audience development.    
As part of the University of Edinburgh, one of the world’s top universities, Talbot Rice Gallery is an influential  
player in the cultural landscape of Scotland and has a growing international reputation.  

 
  


